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chapter one 


Author's Notes: 

Okay, so I\ve been working on this thing on and off since April. | debated posting it here because | don\'t know 
why, but I\'m finally getting around to it because some of my friends requested it. Anyway, yeah, in this Jon 
is an elf/faerie/what-have-you, but nobody knows. There\'s one other elf, but that\'ll come to light later. This 
is going to get very slashy and probably smutty later, so.mm. 


Jon thought it was a dream until he realized he'd been awake through all of it. He watched the images flash 
and change and swirl about above him, as if projected onto the ceiling. He felt the pillow resting under his head 
the whole time, tangling his hair, cradling him like a flower petal around a bead of dew. He sat up in bed 
afterward just as wet, drenched in sweat, and now he blinked out into the darkness as if some shadow 


somewhere would come forth and take responsibility to give him an explanation 


But it wasn't a dream. Absolutely not. Even with waking up in a cold sweat, he knew the difference between 
dreams and the visions his kind received. Par for the course among the Fair Folk. He remembered the ones 
that had told him to return to England from Germany, and that told him to begin a new life as the third child 


of a sweet little Accrington couple. This one, though, was a different species. 


As he sat there, eyeing his hands until he could imagine nothing more to do with them but run them through 
his damp hair, he tried to make sense of the things he'd seen. The fires. The lightning. The floods. The animals, 
animals he'd never seen-he thought they were animals, anyway, since they moved, vaguely, like dogs or horses 
or leopards or birds, he couldn't tell. He hopes they were animals. But most of all he tried to determine why 
he'd seen himself in the very middle of a field near his childnood-well, this childhood-home in Accrington. 


Jon thought until he ran out of air in which to do it. He untucked himself from the covers and set his feet on 
the floor. He set out with the hope in mind that he wouldn't awaken any of his bandmates with either his 
footsteps or his thoughts. It was a celebration weekend, after all; mid-spring, the world brightening more and 
more each day with pink and white amid the vast fields of green, his favorite time. Steve had invited everyone 
to his home out in the country, the same in which they'd recorded only two years earlier, as one last little 
pocket of fun before heading into the studio for who knew how long. The food and drinks were only supposed to 
last for the evening, but most everyone, of course, got too drunk to head home. Thankfully, though, Steve had 
enough room to keep everyone sheltered and alive. Steve, of course, had no reason to leave, but Jon, who had 
magicked his intoxication away, didn't want to be left out. So he stayed, and now he hoped that sleep would do a 
similar, albeit slower job of curing everyone else. He pushed open the door slowly, whispering, "shh" at it as if 


it would halt the creaking noise it made. He tiptoed out, not even sure where to go. The direction of fresh air. 


In the dark he flowed from hallway to staircase to hallway, until he realized he was searching for the moon. He 


found it through the window to patio, so he crossed the kitchen and placed his hand on the door. 


Then he saw something move among the darkness on the patio, and he stepped away from the handle of the 
door. Even when he recognized the silhouette, he wasn't sure he should proceed-some folks need privacy, and 
who is he to intrude?-but he knew, faintly, that he'd been noticed at the moment that he'd done his own 


noticing. So out he went. 


It was nothing to Jon that Chris stood out there in only his skivvies. It wasn't like Jon was in much more, just 
his own underwear and a t-shirt so big he couldn't remember the last time he'd known someone large enough 
to wear something like it snugly. Enough of a chill hung in the air, the last little dregs of winter, to make them 
both, he figured, equal partners in inappropriate dress. He thought, at any rate, it would be nice to have 


someone to talk to after all he'd just seen. 

Especially if it was Chris. He liked talking to Chris. As quiet as Chris was, just as he was then, leaning with his 
back against the railing, not really greeting Jon with anything but a wave of his hand as he stepped onto the 
patio, Jon could always tell he was listening, and he never disappointed him. He could recite everything he'd 
heard, even if it looked like he was nodding off throughout all of it: 

Jon liked Chris. 

He waited until he'd shut the door behind himself to ask, "What are you doing out here, Christopher?" 


Chris shrugged. "Couldn't sleep." He shrugged again, chortling quietly to himself this time. "Me of all people. How 


do you like that?" 
Jon made a similar half-laugh. "You are rather good at it usually, aren't you?" 


"How the mighty have fallen," he said, gazing out into the sky somewhere. Jon followed his line of sight, up into 
the night. Out here, in the country, thousands more stars decided to come make an appearance, as if they'd all 
fled the eyes of city dwellers to vacation out in the middle of nowhere. Jon took a certain comfort in it, and he 
wondered if Chris ever thought the same thing. He was smiling, after all, still. "I've just.t've just got a lot on 
my mind. What about you?" Chris asked. "Couldn't sleep either?" 


Jon shook his head. He felt the ends of his hair brush about his shoulders. The air had dried it a bit. "| had-l 


had a terrible dream, | did, | suppose," was the best explanation he could provide. 
"Nightmare?" 


Taking a moment to fidget and nibble on the inside of his mouth, Jon shuffled over to Chris’ side, back to the 
railing, as well. Beyond them there were nothing but trees, and chilly as it was, Jon knew nobody else would join 
them. What would be the odds they'd end up at the patio, anyway? They were speaking quietly already, quietly 
because this time of night, with sleep settling all around the countryside, anything more than a whisper 
seemed rude to the globe. He decided he could speak freely, if softly. Speak like a butterfly's wings. "You know. 
Sometimes..Sometimes you have a nightmare and it's ever so dreadful and you're stuck with the thought of it 


all the day long no matter what you do. I've had one of those, | think. In the middle of the night. It's awful." 


Jon didn't know when he'd started to lift his head to look up at him-so far up, Chris was so very tall beside 
him-so he certainly didn't know when Chris turned to look down at him. But he was nodding. "What was it 
about?" Chris asked. "Sometimes the only way for me to get rid of it is to tell somebody about it. They're so 


stupid sometimes." 


"They are, aren't they?" Jon giggled. He remembered once when Chris had done just that, told him about a 
dream where he was falling toward some kind of enormous plant made out of papier-maché that would devour 
him when he dropped low enough, and in the midst of it, it was the most terrifying thing, but when he spoke 
of it aloud he laughed at how absurd the whole thing was. It wasn't even good quality papier-maché. They both 


laughed, Jon remembered. 


He shrugged, though; he still knew that what he'd had wasn't a dream. Not at all. He felt himself growing 
serious quickly, and that wasn't how he wanted to feel, not with Chris around. In fact he wasn't sure he 
entirely could feel that way around Chris, since he liked being around him so much, plain and simple. So he 
shrugged again, and he told him, "I don't know, | barely remember it. There were these animals, | suppose, 
running all about, left to right, right to left, up and down and back and all, you know, the way they do always, 
and then | was at home, but | was all alone, and it was all terrible stressful and then | was awake and now l'm 


here." 


"Alone nightmares are the worst," Chris said. 


Jon hummed in assent. Before he realized Chris was moving to do the same, Jon inched just a bit closer him. 
Their skin didn't touch, but Jon noticed the warmth that signaled that at any second it could. He and Chris 
looked down at their elbows, bent at the railing of the patio, nearly touching, and they almost moved away 


from each other. 
But being alone was the worst. 


Chris turned his gaze back up to the sky, to the dark edge of it where the moonlight couldn't quite stretch; 
that was the most either of them did. "| have a lot of dreams like that," he said. "Where I'm alone. | wonder 
why." 

Jon tilted his head. As calming as it was to talk out here in the cool outdoors about anything other than the 
vision to which Jon's ancestry made him privy, he didn't like hearing that Chris had dreams like that. He didn't 
like hearing that Chris had any reason to feel lonely, ever, since he shouldn't. After all, Jon was right there 
beside him. He always was. He always would be. Why would he have dreams like that, anyway? 


But Jon had heard of ways to determine it. He grabbed one of Chris' hands in both of his and turned it out, 


palm up, and pried his fingers apart. 
"What in the-" Chris started. "What are you doing?" 


After several hundred years and dozens of separate lifetimes in this world, sometimes he forgot which 
customs were fae and which human, and which were common knowledge to which. Jon froze for a second in 
examining Chris’ hand, but he had to carry on, very nonchalant. No one needed to learn what he was, not Today. 


Give them no reason Nore. Just keep going. "I'm reading your palm," he answered. 


Chris squinted down at him, green eyes narrowed and skeptical. "Since when are you a fortune teller, Jon? 


What for?" 


So it was a human custom. Jon carried on, tracing the lines with his fingertip, and after a silent few moments, 


Chris seemed to relax. Jon could feel the eased weight in his grip. 


He couldn't remember how exactly to read someone's palm. He'd learned centuries ago from some travelling 
band of someone-or-anothers. It was fascinating, though. They told him he had lifelines the likes of which 
they'd never seen before-naturally, since there were few elves roaming about anymore, and what were the 
odds that any of them but he would stumble across this lot?-and then told him he would be a natural at 
giving readings. So they taught him, and a few lives later, now living as Jon Anderson, he'd forgotten. He set 


about miming. 


It didn't matter what he would read, anyway. Chris had nothing to worry about. Chris didn't have the possible 
fate of something resting on something that he and he alone envisioned. Chris was patient and handsome and 


delightful to be around and he had nothing to worry about, least of all loneliness. Jon would be there for as 


long as this stretch of a lifetime would allow him. He'd tell him what he knew. 


"You've nothing to nightmare about," he said, easing Chris' hand down and smiling up at him. "It says you've got 
me. No matter what. Even if we wake up tomorrow and everything in the whole world is changed. You've got 


me. 


Chris remained still for a moment, then, moving stiffly, as if he were holding his breath, covered his face in 
the hand Jon had just read. He shook his head. Underneath everything, he was positively beaming, and he could 
not make himself look down at Jon. "That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard of, Jon, oh my God" 


Jon gasped. Allowed one more second, he would have protested. He would have pouted and put up a fight and 
testified to that rude side Chris sometimes let out, the quarrelsome niggling irking side that usually only came 
out because of Bill. He would have let out a rant and demanded and demanded and demanded an apology until 
he'd gotten one, if only in that instant Chris didn't turn toward him and pull him into a hug. And Jon, with his 
face pressed against the bare, smooth skin of Chris' chest, simply couldn't bear feeling any kind of anger 


anymore. He wrapped his arms around Chris’ waist. 

"Why do you call things you like stupid," he said, not even making it into a question. Even he had a hard time 
determining whether the force driving his voice to crack was laughter or tears, and he didn't know why he 
would be feeling the need for either of them. What an amazing world he lived in, where after so many 


centuries he could still experience brand new feelings. And at the strangest times, too. 


"Because," Chris answered. "I love them so much that | don't understand how they can exist. They make no 


sense. They're illogical. So they're stupid." 

For the entire time he nestled into Chris’ embrace, Jon didn't think about the vision. If he could, he would have 
fallen asleep there; he was sure the bed alone wouldn't do the trick. "Christopher," he began, but the sound of 
his own voice made him forget what thought he was going to try to finish. 

‘Its always been us," Chris said. 


Jon tipped his head up, chin against Chris’ chest, and peered up at him. "What?" 


There was a moment of hesitation before Chris shrugged and, finally, pulled his arms away. He smiled and 
shrugged again, but said nothing else until he started and finished a long sigh. "Awfully late, isn't it?" 


"Mmm" Jon still had his arms around Chris, and neither of them, he realized, seemed ready to break apart 
entirely. He had to force himself to let go, let his hands drop to his sides, let them hang there limp and 
useless and empty. "S-suppose we should go on in, then," he said. 


Chris nodded. "'m-yeah." 


So he led the way across the patio and back inside, and Jon followed behind. But Jon turned around to get one 


last look at the countryside-the forests shooting up from the ground like low, dark clouds, the valleys and 
pastures beyond, and the moon casting everything silvery-blue. He blew the world a kiss and waved it 
goodnight with his fingers wriggling. 


He followed Chris into the house and back up the stairs, all the way to the door of the room in which Chris 
was staying. They exchanged quick grins in a hallway far, far darker than anywhere in the outdoors. So to 


avoid straining his eyes, Jon took a step forward and gave Chris another hug. 
"Goodnight, Christopher," he whispered. 
"Night, Jon," Chris replied, softly squeezing him back. 


Jon broke away, but let his hand slide onto Chris’ arm, down the length of it, further and further, until he held 


his hand. "Do me the biggest favor and have no more of those dreadful alone dreams, ah?" 


Chris tried to make his laugh as quiet as he could, but it didn't do much good. "You're being stupid again," he 
whispered. He turned around and placed his other hand on the doorknob, turned it, and started to step inside. 


"Go get some sleep." 
Without letting go, Jon started walking in the opposite direction. "You, too." 
They parted until neither of their arms could stretch far enough, and they had to hold onto each other's 


fingertips, and then even those broke apart, and they had to turn completely away from each other and head 


into their respective rooms. No excuse anymore. 


And alone, in his bed, without Chris, Jon hoped that he was only kidding and that the world would not be 


changed tomorrow. 


chapter two 


Dawn smelled like a campfire. The scent was the first thing that alerted Jon to his own consciousness, but it 
wasn't until he heard the voices, felt the really very large hand shaking his shoulder, saw the light filtering a 
bright kind of silver into the bedroom that he truly awoke. He rolled onto his back and saw Rick, clad only in a 


pair of plaid flannel pajama pants, looming over him at the side of the bed. 
Rick was in a panic. Rick was never in a panic. 


"What's going on, Ricky?" Jon asked, rubbing his eyes. He nearly started into a follow-up question, but a yawn 
cut him off, and he took the moment that Rick shook his head, his hair flowing about like the train of a golden 


gown, to sit up. 


"Everything-" Rick stammered. He looked back and forth, again and again, out the window and back to Jon. 
"Everything," he repeated. "Everything's—look." 


He still had one hand on Jon's shoulder, and he didn't seem willing to take it off, with the other, though, he 
pointed out the window, and Jon peered past the blinds to the outdoors. 


Yesterday the countryside had not merely been lined with trees, but filled to bursting with them. The house 
that Steve called home had been placed in one of the few open areas in a large complex of forests and 
farmland. But when Jon looked out the window now, even as groggy as he was and, frankly, beginning to have a 


bit of a headache from that smoky smell, he knew that thicket that had surrounded them had as much as 


evaporated into an ashen abyss. 


Outside the trees had burned. Every last one of them. All throughout the land, all the trees Jon could see 
from this second floor window, had been reduced to smoldering black twigs jutting up into something he knew 
resembled mist or fog. Smoke. Everything, all of it, everything, had burned, the grass reduced to cinders. 


However long he'd sat there gawking, his jaw not exactly slack and perhaps because his brain had fallen too far 
into shock to be able to tell his body to go into shock, it had been long enough for Rick's hand to squeeze on 
his shoulder to the point of causing him to yelp a bit in pain. Rick backed off, but he sat there next to him 
shaking his head. Just shaking his head. 


This was it, though. Jon had dreamed it, and now here it was. He should have seen it coming, but as soon as he 
began to wonder which of the myriad cosmic forces aligned against humanity or the Fair Folk or, heaven 
forbid, both, could take the blame, he swallowed whatever was in his mouth and forced himself to blink, once, 
heavily. Nobody knew he knew. Nobody knew what he was. Everything needed to stay that way-no sense 
troubling the lot of them with even more of an unknown, and even less sense risking what could happen to him 
if the secret were uncovered. No sense disappearing on them. He blinked again. While his eyes remained shut, 


he squeaked out a quiet, "What-what happened?" 


"| don't look like | very bloody well know, now, do |, Jon?" Rick snapped, and immediately rubbed his face in his 
hands and let them run back through his hair. "I'm sorry-l'm sorry. | just-l woke up and | looked out the 
window and there it all was." He swept his hand out across the whole horrible landscape ahead of them beyond 
the glass. And then a rather determined laugh forced its way up through his throat. "Thought | was hung over 


at first. Of course | thought | was hung over at first, I'm always hung over to some extent. You know me." 


Talented as Rick usually was at making light of himself and the world, this time it fell a bit short. Jon leaned 


forward and rested his head on his shoulder. 


Rick drummed his fingers on the edge of the bed to pass a second, and then continued. "But then | said, ‘my 
God, that's actually happening, and | ran all about the house getting as good a look of it as | could. | thought | 
was the first one awake until | ran into Steve downstairs. He was trying to ring everyone he could think of and 
getting no answer, and he was so consumed by it | decided I'd leave him to take care of that. Nothing's on the 
television, just static. Bill went outside to take a look at everything." He covered half his face with his hand, 
letting a sigh escape. "I figured | ought to wake you up. | tried waking Chris up, but he's dead to the world, as 


usual." 


Chris-still asleep! The thought itself did little to surprise Jon. But the words brought back to his mind the 
memory of the night before, of waking from the vision and wandering-guided by fate, he swore-to Chris’ side. 


Yes. All of this was a premonition Why else would he have sworn to Chris that even if everything changed 


tomorrow, he'd have him? 


So Jon threw the covers off his body and leapt out of bed, pushing past Rick on his way out of the room. In 
the hallway the scent of smoke was dimmer, but in his hurry, Jon avoided taking much of a breath of it. He 
flung open the door of the room in which Chris slept. 


There, of course, on the bed, Chris lay with one foot and one arm hanging out from under the blanket, his 


endless lank sprawled upon the mattress. In this state little could stir him. Jon couldn't blame Rick for failing. 


But Jon had long ago learned how to handle this. Back when he and Chris and Bill and Peter and Tony shared 
that godforsaken hovel in London, everyone took regular turns trying to get Chris up: Tony stretched his leg 
out and rattled the bed with the tip of his shoe; Peter opted for the esoteric and mystifying technique known 
only as "grabbing and shaking him", and Bill yelled. Loudly. Angry, insulting things, right into his ear, to which 


Chris was far, far too unconscious to ever take offense. None of these methods ever worked. 


Jon, though, found the key, and even with his heart racing at everything Rick had told him and at the picture 
he held in his mind of the burnt forest, he set about working his magic. 


Which really wasn't magic at all. He knelt down on the floor beside the bed and brushed the shaggy brown hair 
away from Chris’ ear. He leaned in close. Stroking his fingers through Chris’ hair, he whispered, "Wake up, my 
Fish," and hoped Chris wouldn't absorb in his rousing the nerves shattering his voice. 


He wondered if he shouldn't have used magic, since he did sound so troubled. It wouldn't have been hard for 
him to weave a spell to awaken him. But for some reason, when it came to Chris, it didn't feel right to use any 
kind of charm. He found more to enjoy in watching him awaken at the sound of his whispering, anyway. The 


wonders of elfdom, after all, sometimes bored Jon; the idiosyncrasies of man were one surprise after another. 


As ever, though, soon after, Chris' eyes began blinking open Jon sat back, extracting his hand from his hair. 
How familiar, he thought, what a comfort. How unfair that Chris should wake to this. Jon would scarcely blame 
him for wanting to sleep through the rest of time. 


"Gooooood-ahhh-morning," Chris yawned. He moved to extend a fist and stretch. How peaceful, Jon thought, 
and he nearly missed stifling a sob when he shot up to his feet and caught hold of Chris’ wrist. 


"Christopher, | need you to see something," he said. 


Even with a glint of alarm in his eyes and Jon tugging at him, Chris took his time getting out of bed. He finally 
rose, though, and Jon brought him to the window before flinging the curtains to the sides and lifting the blinds. 


Before he looked outside again, Jon wasn't sure what he'd been expecting. He knew nothing would have changed. 
But sometimes, in lives previous, things would unnerve him so, and he'd close his eyes and awaken, often to his 
surprise, as a newborn once more. Perhaps he expected this second look would restart his life, or that perhaps 


he thought it would negate the first. That the morning would all be revealed as a prank, or a dream. 


Alas, he mouthed. The outdoors were still scorched The longer he looked, the harder he felt Chris’ hands 
tighten on his shoulders. 


‘Oh my God," Chris muttered. He repeated it once, twice, then began to sputter a question out. 
But as Chris couldn't seem to decide whether to ask "what" or "why," Jon wheeled around and clasped his 
hands over Chris’, still on his shoulders. "There's no answers on the phone and no reception on the television 


We don't know if anybody but the five of us are out there. But Christopher.” 


He would have lifted himself onto his toes and cupped his hands around Chris’ face and told him it would all be 
okay, but Chris pulled Jon into a hug and told him the same. 


"Won't it?" he added. 

Jon nodded. "Naturally." 

A knock on the edge of the door turned them both around. Rick leaned into the room, tugging at the end of 
the "Have a Shitty Day" t-shirt he'd chosen to put on in the meantime. "I don't know about you lot," he said. 


"But I'd rather not face Armageddon in the raw." 


Jon broke away from Chris, at the same time looking up and down at him, his tall, slim figure still wearing 


nothing more than his trunks. From there, after what he supposed comprised long enough, his eyes made their 


way to his own body, not much more covered. They gave each other crooked smiles in lieu of actual laughter. 


"We'll meet you downstairs," Chris said, looking along with Jon over at Rick, who nodded back and turned down 


the hall. 


And with that, Jon supposed he was obligated to head to his room and put on an outfit becoming of one of the 
possible last beings on earth. He took slow, short steps over to the doorway. But he couldn't look away from 
Chris. Chris had returned the look for a short while, but soon, and with a stilted motion of his neck, turned to 
gaze out the window again. He didn't move other than that. As he slipped out the doorway, Jon considered using 
each successive step to wheel around and dart back inside to toss his arms around the nearly-naked statue of 


aman staring out at the corpse of the world in a silence beyond his norm. 


Jon was halfway down the hall already before he thought to himself, Let him mourn, So he finished the hike 
back to his room, dressed himself in his sneakers, fluttering white tunic, and jeans emblazoned with a floral 
appliqué on the thigh, and startled himself with how inappropriate his entire wardrobe was for observing the 


planet's funeral. 


He was of course unaccompanied when he went downstairs. The first thing that caught his eye when he 
crossed into the kitchen was Steve, sitting on the floor, knees drawn up, huddled against the counter with the 
telephone cord coiling down into his lap. For the first moment, Jon thought he had the phone pressed close to 
his ear, but he realized quickly that the phone lay useless in his lap, and he was holding his hands tightly on 
either side of his face. 


He looked around, searching the other end of the kitchen and into the living room on the other side, for any 
sign of Rick or Bill, but when he found nothing, he jogged over to Steve's side and sat on the floor beside him. 
"Steve?" he asked, placing his hand on his shoulder. "Are you alright? Have-have you heard anything?" 


Steve shook his head, and for quite some time, he did nothing more. "There's nothing," he said at last. "There's 
no answer. Anywhere. There's nothing on the television, there's nobody on the phone, there's nobody outside, 
there's no-nobody," and he gasped, as if to take another breath and begin to speak again, but he never 


continued. 


Jon ventured afterward to take the phone from him. Either Steve didn't care that he did or, too concerned 
with his own shock, didn't notice. Jon held the phone to his ear and listened. Not even a dialtone buzzed 


through. 


He began to debate whether to place the phone back in Steve's lap-and by extension, whether it would rouse 
him from what seemed to be a kind of catatonia, and whether that move would be a wise one-or stand up and 
hang it up when the French doors that led out from the breakfast nook to the patio slammed open, a round of 
grumbling echoing in the wake. 


"There's nothing out there!" Bill cried, out at what seemed to be nothing in particular. 


Rick, who at some point had apparently gone out and joined him, followed him inside and shut the door behind 
the two of them. "There's burnt trees," he replied. "That's something." 


But Bill ignored this, and he stopped. Somehow the sight of Jon seized his attention, and he took to shaking his 


curls about while he made his way over to him and Steve. 
"Didn't know you'd gotten up," Bill said. 


"Yes, well, Ricky woke me, and | got Christopher up, and then | came down to join everyone." When he glanced 
back at Steve, he found that he'd pricked his head up and now stared wide-eyed at Bill, as if he'd returned in 
the form of a glowing, tow-headed cherub to whisk him away to the heavens. Which honestly would have been 
a relief at this point, Jon thought. As long as Steve wasn't sitting in silent terror brought on by an even more 


silent telephone, though, Jon would be a little bit satisfied. 


"Ah," Bill nodded. "Good to know even the apocalypse has to wait for the Fish. Hope he stays up there, maybe 
I'll have enough time for last-minute repentance before he comes back down and brings the rest of the Four 


Horsemen with him. How're you-" 
"Bring who with me?" 


The two of them looked over, and, thankfully dressed and yawning and strolling his way into the kitchen, Chris 
didn't so much shoot Bill a glare as he did fire one from the crossbow of his narrow green eyes. Bill, of 
course, whipped right around onto his feet and all but snarled back "Ahh," he groaned. "You couldn't bring 
Armageddon with you if you could. You'd bring it three hours later after half the world had gone home 


assuming they won't be raptured” 


"And you'd rapture everyone, I'd wager, for visiting upon you the slightest insult to whichever sensibilities you 
choose to adhere to at any moment," Chris snapped back. 


Jon almost protested, but Steve beat him to it. "Hey, hey, no," he said, and without ever rising to stand, he 
held his hands out before him. "Let's not do this." 


"Please," Rick begged, rolling his eyes. He passed between Bill and Chris, striding over toward the pantry. "| 
doubt it's Armageddon anyway, really. This all feels too..Real. Haven't caught sight of any Horsemen anyway." 
Looking back at them, he flung open the pantry door. "Why don't we eat first, since we're all such cranky 
biblical scholars?" 


Jon spent some time watching Chris and Bill, waiting for them to calm, but he felt eyes on him like a wisp of a 
hand through his hair, and when he glanced over, Rick winked at him. Food. The entire English countryside had 
burnt to ashes and here was Rick Wakeman suggesting breakfast. Jon could have thanked him. Instead he gave 
him a tight, modest smile, and stood up, Trying to bring Steve with him. For all the progress he'd made, though, 
Steve opted to stay put, and he took his breakfast while he set back to work with the phone. 


For the rest of the morning ad into the early afternoon Jon, Chris, Bill, and Rick sat waiting in the living room 
in a shifting, though more or less consistent, circle. But every channel on the television remained displaying 
nothing but snow, even after Bill and Rick tried to fiddle with the wires. And the phone still never rang. It 
seemed that even if they could get through, no family, no friends, no management personnel, had any interest 
in seeking them out-if they were even there to have any interest. Still, as the hours passed, Steve stayed 


close to the phone, sitting on the floor, almost curled into himself. 


Jon decided to keep side-by-side with Chris on the couch. There were moments in which one or the other 
dared to start shuffling off in order to peer out a window, either at the burnt forest or the empty, empty 
roadway leading up to the front yard, but each time, they signaled each other to stay down. Stay together. It 
was better this way. And eventually, late in the afternoon, their heads dropped toward each other and they 
fell asleep mutually propped up. 


Less than an hour later, Jon found himself awakening from what he thought was a repeat dream, and in a way, 
he realized as he roused, it was. He dreamt of the same scene he'd envisioned the night before, in which he 


stood in the middle of the field in Accrington. 


He blinked himself to waking, his eyes widening further with each pass of his lashes. In the night, he'd wondered 
so furiously what it meant, but now, after seeing it a second time, studying it, he felt sure he'd figured it out. 


Because he saw something this time that he hadn't the first. 


In the dream, the vision, what he saw at the far end of the field, in the back toward a line of trees over the 
gentle roll of the hill, were his bandmates, standing all in a row. Now he looked to his left and saw Chris 
rousing, probably at the sudden movement of Jon sitting straight up. Jon would have seized him by the 
shoulders and shaken the news into him if he had the mind to. 


But no. They couldn't know. They couldn't know that they needed to accompany him safely all the way to 
Accrington, because then they'd know that Jon and only Jon could save the world, because then they'd know 
that Jon was not in the slightest human. They couldn't know anything except that the five of them, together, 
needed to reach Accrington. And Jon held his breath and tried to cram centuries’ worth of planning into a 


moment. 
"Tony," he blurted. The first thing that came to mind. 


Rick and Bill, seated on the floor and leaning against the opposite wall, respectively, looked over at him. He heard 
the soft scratching sound of Chris rubbing both the sleep and the bangs from his eyes. 


"Tony?" Bill asked, cocking an eyebrow into the shadow of his curls. "Tony who? Which Tony?" 
"My brother Tony," Jon replied Whatever came from his mouth, he decided, would be the plan He was speaking 


too hurriedly to suggest anything too far-fetched, anyway. "I've absolutely got to head to Accrington to check 
on him. Him and Mum and Dad, they're all up there-I've got to gol” 


With that, he flung himself from the couch and across the den, over toward the front door. Just keep walking, 
he directed himself. They'll follow. 


And sure enough, just as he reached for the doorknob, a hand wrapped itself around his wrist. But even Jon 
started with surprise when he looked up and found that it was Chris holding onto him, mid-lumber and looming 


over him. 
"You're not allowed," Chris said. 
Behind Chris, Jon saw Rick and Bill making their way toward the two of them. 


"He's allowed, Fish, he's just stupid," Bill snarled He directed his gaze at Jon. "I don't see how you think you're 
going to get all the bloody way up to Accrington when probably all the petrol stations have exploded. What are 
you going to do, fly?" 


Rick huffed out a laugh. "You know, if Jon started flying, it would probably be one of the less bizarre events of 
the day." 


Jon hesitated. What a hideously easy solution, if he could only risk it. 


"Well," Jon said at last, voice a shrill bark as he placed his hands on his hips. "I'd call him if | could, but 
Stephen'll tell you that's right out of the question, it is, isn't it, Steve?" 


"Well, y'know, it could just be that the lines are dead," answered Steve, who at the sound of his name finally 
picked himself up from the kitchen floor and began heading over to the rest of them. "We could all go down 
the way to check on the neighbors. They're probably just as confused as we are. Or who knows, maybe their 


phone works!" 


Such a sudden burst of optimism from the man who had heretofore camped beside a telephone that had given 
no one any reason to think it anything but dead made all four of them stare at him. But Jon, at least, thought 
it out. In the country, society and technology tended to dwindle both in quantity and quality. Not to mention, up 
the road from Steve's house, there had been a little farmhouse. It lay in the countryside several minutes’ 
drive away from the woods, and ever since he'd bought the place, Steve regarded the little old couple who 
lived there as his neighbors, though ever since he'd taken to vegetarianism and had to spurn their frequent 
gifts of meat, they weren't quite as charmed by him. Either way, they were pleasant enough to him, and in a 
situation such as this, where the end seemed long past nigh, they'd be sure to help each other out, in some 


way. 
"If they're even alive,” Bill said. 


The five of them looked around at one another, heads hanging as the words settled in their ears. A preemptive 


moment of silence. With so many modifiers, so many coulds and perhapses and ifs to consider, the unlikelihood 


of finding life beyond the doors of Steve's home, especially friendly life that could help them, seemed as far 
away as the sun, looming over them from millions of kilometers away and indifferent behind the veil of smoke 
in the air. 


It didn't quite feel appropriate to be in a band called Yes in a world so negative. 


Regardless, the pause apparently gave Chris enough time to find something to say and say it first. "Look," he 
started, running a hand through his hair. "We're certainly not going to find anything here, so why don't we-how 


are the cars, anyway?" 


"Mine's fine, somehow," Rick said. "Little dusty. We can all pile in and sing a round of ‘Danny Boy’ for everyone 
else's." 


"Good-good," Chris replied. "Let's just take Rick's car and just..Go check on the neighbors?" 


"Why doesn't just one of us go?" Bill asked, snapping his words so quickly he couldn't have thought of them 
before speaking them. "That-that way, | mean, if someone does call, or if something comes on the telly, one of 


us will be here to catch it?" 
"Nothing's going to come on, Bill," Chris replied. "We need to all go together." 


"He's right," Jon said, holding his hands out before him as if to silence all the protests that weren't quite 
happening. "We don't know what could be out there if-if whatever started the fire and all may be out and 
about. We can't be separated. It's safety in numbers, it is, thats all." 


Bill groaned. "What makes you so bloody sure-" 


"Bill" Rick tapped him on the arm and held him there. He looked down at him with one brow eye on his 
forehead, shaking his head. "I may have only been in this band a year, but | know how it works: Whatever Jon 
and Chris want, Jon and Chris get." 


Again, Bill groaned. Mercifully, however, his absorption in vocalizing his dismay prevented him from seeing Jon 
and Chris, Napoleon and his right-hand man, glance at each other with the same expression as if shocked to be 
as pleased as they were. 


"Thank you," Jon whispered to Chris. 


Chris only shrugged. "I'm just your personnel director," he said, trying to dim his smile. "I'm only doing what | 


always do for you." 


Jon beamed back, and where he'd restrained himself earlier in the day, he no longer could now. He hugged him 
around the waist, and nuzzled his face into his chest. In some way, this had to be a reward for Jon knowing 


how to properly awaken him; only that and nothing more. But when Chris hugged him back, as briefly as he did, 


he considered spoiling himself with the notion that Chris simply liked him. Rewards, after all, were things 
bestowed upon humans by elves. He made a note of that. 


chapter three 


The good thing about Rick's car still being operable, other than the fact that it was operable, was that it 
offered the most potential mileage in addition to enough room for the entire band, plus Steve's Gibson, without 
which he refused to leave the house. So the five of them-six, if Steve had any say-piled into the vehicle, Rick 
driving, Steve with Mr. Gibson in his lap in the passenger's seat, and Jon squished in between Chris and Bill in 
the back, and puttered down the winding road to the neighbors’ farmhouse. 


When they arrived they opened the doors with a gasp of relief. In spite of the lifeless look of the farm and its 
grounds, it was better to be standing on the earth than sitting in a car in which, after not a ten-minute drive, 


Chris and Bill had begun butting heads. The dead outdoors shut them up. 


Other than in circles surrounding the ashy piles that had once been trees, the whole front lawn of the farm 
was a dried kind of yellow-green. What the band could see of the crops in the back had been likewise charred. 
Jon pointed out into the field of ashes, turning his head away from where his finger directed. When the other 
looked, a blackened skeleton, Steve theorized of one of the handful of cows the old couple owned, lay in a heap 
just to the side in the field behind the house. Its cinder-covered ribs poked up from the ash like a waving hand. 


As the group ventured up the walkway to the front door, Jon kept his head down, his forearm blocking his 
eyes. For a long while, the skeleton still lay in his line of sight, and he felt certain that if he caught even the 
quickest glimpse of it again, he'd sob aloud. It made him wonder again what force out there could do this. Why. 
What could a lowly, gentle cow have done to deserve this? The more he thought, the less he was sure that 
just seeing the bones would bring him to tears. 


He felt something wrap around his arm. It made him start at first, but soon he took his arm from the way of 
his eyes. Chris was walking beside him, holding onto his arm, and beyond him, Jon could see that they'd walked 
far enough that the skeleton had fallen from view. And together, Chris‘ long, slow strides matching Jon's short, 
quick steps, they scaled the steps of the front porch. 


Steve, with Mr. Gibson strapped around his back, approached the front of the group. He knocked on the door, 


moving to cup his hands around his face and peer in through the nearby window immediately afterward. 


"Their car's in the driveway," he said. "It's all they've got, other than a rusty old tractor they never use and a 


couple of horses. So | know they're here, they must be." 

"I£" Bill reiterated, to the shock of no one. “They're alive." 

After about half a minute with no reply, Steve looked back at the group, then knocked on the door again. And 
then he waited, and then he looked, and then he knocked, and after three more rounds of this, each driving him 


to knock more and more frantically, Bill stepped off the porch. 


"They're dead, you know," he said. 


"Bill, please," Rick said. "You haven't got to remind us." 


‘lm being pragmatic," he replied. “There's nobody alive here, that dead cow ought to have been clue enough. | 
say we take the petrol from that car of theirs and try to get to London or Accrington or wherever this 
ruddy pilgrimage is going to take us now.’ 


Steve descended the steps to stand beside Bill. "Well, maybe they're just in the barn They'd probably want to 
check on the animals after the fire, right?" 


"I would, too!" Jon chirped. At last! The possibility of hope truly did spring eternal. He took Chris by the hand 
and bounced down the steps. "Where is the barn, Stephen? Let us investigate." 


By stroke of Jon's fortune, the barn lay behind the farmhouse on the side opposite that of the cow skeleton. 
Steve led the way, and when they arrived at the barn door and found it cracked open slightly, the entire group 


paused to consult by way of glances with one another. 
"I don't think they're in there," Rick said. 
"Because they're dead," Bill added. 


But just behind Bill's voice, Jon thought he heard something. A moan, he thought, very low and very quiet and 
very much in pain. If he could spare anything, he figured he could definitely spare the life of a defenseless 
farm animal. They'd been raised too much in luxury and tranquility to defend themselves if their tenders had 
been ostensibly raptured. He clasped his hands over his mouth and gasped, "The animals!" and he darted 
through the thicket of his bandmates to the barn door. Tiny as he was, he slipped easily into the darkness 


inside. 


He made sure to land each step delicately. Even if his feet probably weren't the greatest threat to a cow's 
hoof, he would be damned if he led to any discomfort to any of the poor creatures. They'd been through 


enough. 


The moan sounded out again, loud and low, clear and desperate, much nearer to his ear than before. What an 
awful sound, too, the poor thing, like a creaking door hinge overtop an industrial meat grinder. He knew the calls 
of the animals, and he could mimic most of them to the point of flawlessness. Yet he couldn't place this one, 


ad somewhere in this barn an arimal was in pain, and he had to help it. Only Jon could help it. Only Jon would. 


"Come along, my gentle beast," he sang into the dark. "Reveal yourself, that | may deliver you from all your 


woes." 


Along with the sound of the next moan there came an echoing step, the hay and dirt that covered the barn 
floor shifting underneath heavy steps. Jon started to turn in the direction he thought to be the source. 


"Jon," he heard Chris say from outside. "l'm not sure you should be in there." 


Before he could finish his slow pirouette, Jon felt the eyes on him. And there were when he came to a stop, a 
pair of blank white orbs glowing toward him in the dark, blotting out the view of the cracked door, with half 
his bandmates peering inside. Whatever the eyes belonged to-for Jon couldn't see anything but those eyes, and 
a huge, vague blackness even darker than the black barn around it-rumbled its mass and let out that very 


same moan. 


Jon started back on his heels, tiptoeing backward. But in spite of his hands lifting up before his chest in a weak 
shield gesture, and in spite of Chris and Rick and Bill and Steve begging him to get out in tones he couldn't 
place as whispers or screams, and in spite of his ongoing inability to place a species to the cry, Jon looked for 


the creature's face. 


"Ohhh, | must have scared you," he trembled. "Such a frightening day this has been, has it not? Come now, l'm 


as gentle as the very breeze." 
The moan, this time, wasn't quite as pained as it was starved. 


The animal began to lunge forth toward Jon, and he backed away as quickly and as far as he could until he 
tripped into a bale of hay. In that instant, though, the creature whirled around and light came streaming into 
the barn. Together, the four other men had hurled open the doors and come wailing inside. Jon clambered to 
his feet to see them, to gasp in delight at the sight of all four of them, crying out his name like a company of 
warriors and grabbing for whatever implements they could find within the barn. With the creature's back 


turned, Jon climbed to the top of the bale of hay. 


But from there, the scene sent his memories rushing back to his visions. All throughout the barn were the 
creatures he'd thought he'd seen the night before, the ones he couldn't identify. Vaguely they carried the 
shapes of horses, pigs, a few goats, a sheep or two. But their flesh hung dripping from their bones, their skin 
and fur clinging to the meat in sparse patches. Their eyes stared out at nothing, all white. They lumbered 
toward Jon's bandmates, who tried, each with their eyes wide with terror, to fend them off with an armory 


of farm tools. 


Amid all of this, Jon heard that ravenous moan again. He looked down. The animal, at least at one time, had 
been a cow. It opened its mouth, the flesh all peeled away from its lips to reveal the teeth and bones 
unprotected beneath. Jon inched back as far as he could, but his back hit the wall against which the bale of 
hay was propped, and he could go no further. The cow-creature craned its neck toward him, mouth open and 
ready to bite. What spell could he cast? How could he heal it before its teeth tore at him? How could he get it 
to just move away? He could think of nothing. All his thoughts disappeared. His eyes closed. 


But instead of feeling a diseased bite at his ankle, he heard a crunch and a grunt, and he opened his eyes. Bill 
had come from somewhere on the other side of the barn and lodged the blade of a hoe into the exposed skull 
of the cow, which now lay crumpled and still on the ground. As he worked to dislodge the blade from the cow's 
head, Bill looked back at the others and cried, "How stupid do the lot of you have to be?! Aim for the head!" 


Then he turned back to Jon, finally yanked the hoe free, and held out a hand. "Come here," he said. 


So down Jon went, eagerly, almost throwing himself into Bill's arms. One second allowed Bill to embrace him, 
giving him in the process a quick, cold look in the eye. He told him to go, and he pushed him lightly, so that he 
whirled around once or twice free from Bill's arms before crashing into the chest of someone else. He found 
he didn't quite care whose. He felt arms around him, and only then did he wonder that, briefly, he may have 
felt that he never would again. He held on tight, and whoever held him whisked him outside. 


In the daylight, Jon looked up at last and found that Rick had been holding him all along. He began to relax his 
hold on his waist, but the sounds from inside the barn caught in his ears. Shouting, snarling, grunting. Moaning, 


of course. 


And although he stared with as much intent as he could upon the lettering of Rick's t-shirt, he couldn't see 
anything but the deadish animals, the blade in the cow's head, Bill putting it there. He tried to remind himself 
that the cow had tried to devour him, would have easily done so if Bill hadn't come along, but that cow, he 
thought, was in no more control of its state of being than the one whose skeleton lay in ashes behind the 
farmhouse. Jon had seen this coming. And, he thought, if he didn't get to Accrington soon, this would continue. 


Who knew what else had been transformed into a hungry, lumbering corpse? 


"Pretty accurate, huh?" Rick asked, pulling away from Jon enough to give a little space between them while stil 
keeping his hands on Jon's sides. Jon looked up at him. One hand left him. Rick pointed at the words on his shirt. 


‘Have a Shitty Day: 
Rick gave a silent laugh. "All of us are, aren't we?" he asked. "Mission accomplished." 


Jon found himself beginning to laugh, very quietly, in reply. Rick pulled him back into a hug, and there, for a 
second, things were calm. Quiet, even, then silent. Then there was a long, low creak, and Rick let Jon go so he 
could turn around. Chris, Steve, and Bill exited the barn | a pale, panting line, each holding some long, corpse- 


dirtied farming tool or another. 


Almost on instinct, Jon ran first to Chris and threw his arms around his shoulders. Chris met him by dropping 
the implement he held to the ground and picking him up, holding him there. Nearly the two of them pressed 
the sides of their faces together, but turned away from one another at the same time. 


Behind them, Steve shut the barn door. He, too, dropped his weapon-a shovel, it turned out-and whipped Mr. 
Gibson around to check for damage. "Shit," he hissed. "My E-string broke." 


"We just fought off a bloody barn full of zombie livestock and you're going to piss about your guitar." Bill 
shook his head. 


"Well, if it's the end of this world, I'd like to have my one tie to the old in functioning order,” Steve replied. 


Terse though his tone may have emerged, he shook when he spoke. 


They all did, even Jon when he thanked Bill for saving him, and Bill puffed out his chest and said, "Hey, well, it's 
a special kind of man that can kill something that's already dead. I'll give the Fish a nod, though." He used the 
blade of his hoe to point at Chris weapon in the grass, a pitchfork missing two of its five tines. "Once he found 
himself a trident, he did some damage. Still no King Neptune, though." 


"Why don't you blow it out your arse, Bill," Chris sighed, letting Jon down. But he clung, still, to Jon's wrist, 
even when he bent to retrieve the weapon. He gave it a spin. "What's the plan now? I'd very much fancy a nap 


about now." 


Bill replied with a moan that easily could have substituted for ‘not surprised’ at the same moment Rick asked, 
“Accrington, right? | thought we were going to try to make for Accrington after this." 


"Not without an E-string I'm not going anywhere," Steve huffed. "I don't think I'd like to go anywhere now, 
really. Just back home, and stay there until all this blows over." Thankyouverymuch, he could well have added. 


Bill rolled his eyes. "I don't think the countryside incinerating overnight and the ruddy undead are going to ‘blow 
over, Steve. | still think its silly to make for Accrington, but somewhere where there might be people-we 


should head for a town, | think." 


‘I'd agree if we hadn't come here thinking there'd be people," Rick said, staying a hand on his hip. "Not that | 
think it's wise to stay out here in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, either.” 


People. Jon had been looking down at the ground all the while, his tiny feet in the black dirt beside Chris' huge 
ones in his now scuffed and flesh-stained white boots. How much longer, he thought, did he have to see his 
feet beside those of someone else? Whose would he get to see? He wondered if his brother's would ever make 


an appearance. 


How was Tony? Never once in his lifetime had Jon thought of him as anything but his brother. He'd known all 
the time that Tony would turn out just the same as all the adoptive siblings Jon had had in his previous 
incarnations: he'd grow old and die, and Jon would carry forth, remake himself in another place, the same body 
growing again and again like so many annuals. But Tony, even in this lifetime that composed only a moment on 
an elven scale, was Jon's brother. He was too beloved to have to deal with the undead. Too young to die. 


‘lm not letting Tony go through what we all are dealing with," he said, stony with resolve. "I'm going to 


Accrington" 
Next to him, Chris nodded in assent. "Accrington" 


The three others fell quiet. Rick and Bill exchanged glances, then turned to Jon and Chris, but they said nothing. 
Only Bill made a move, and then only to spit on the ground. 


Steve, staring at the headstock of Mr. Gibson, broke the silence. "I'll go to Accrington if we can stop back by 


the house and get some things. Supplies and all." He paused. "An E-string." 
"Fair enough," Rick shrugged. 


Thus ever more Bill remained the holdout. While Steve and Rick began to lead the way back to the car, Chris 
set to follow behind, still holding Jon by the wrist. But Jon lagged at the sight of Bill standing stiff and 
stubborn before the barn 


"I killed an already-dead cow for you," Bill said. 
"I know," Jon replied, ad he took Bill's hand in his own. "And | meant it when | thanked you, | did.” 


After that, Bill could only hold his ground for a moment longer. Jon began moving, jogging up beside Chris, and 
Bill started after him. The five of them, plus three weapons, piled into the car. Without the law around to care, 
they sped down the driveway and away, forever, from the barn. Only Jon peered back out the window at the 
retreating sight of the farmyard, and he recited under his breath a prayer in his ancient elven tongue for the 
sun to treat with kindness the livestock that died twice under its watch. 


chapter four 


When the group got back to Steve's house, Jon led the others on to pack as much of their belongings as they 
saw fit right back into the suitcases they'd brought with them and out into Rick's car. "Tour ‘12," Rick said, to 
weak and remorseful laughter. But by the time they filled the last empty pockets of space in the trunk and 
floor of the car with blankets and food and whatever else they imagined could prove life-saving, Bill pointed out 
that the sun was beginning to set. He, least of all, would deign to travel into the wreckage of the world at 


night. 
So it was that the five of them agreed, as easily as they knew how, to stay in Devon for one more night. 


Something about sleeping in separate rooms, though, struck the lot of them as a mistake. After a carefully 
rationed and wholly unsatisfying communal dinner of whatever perishables they wouldn't be able to bring on 
the road, they gathered once again in the living room and stayed there, ready to wait for the night to take 


over. 


Chris, Bill, and Steve had yet to discard the weapons they'd acquired at the farm. Chris at times set what 
everyone by then had decided to call his trident against a wall or a table to free his hands, and Steve did the 
same with his shovel, but Bill kept his hoe on hand at all times. He hauled it on his shoulder. He twirled it 
around like a cow-slaying baton. He used it to point, too, to the point that Steve, with a stutter of reluctance, 
had to try to tell him to be careful with it, if it were at all possible, please. 


One such point he aimed at Jon, who sat nestled under a thin quilt on the easy chair in preparation for sleep, 


whenever it would chance to happen. "You," he said. "Don't have a weapon" 


"He doesn't need one," Rick answered for him, standing in a kind of hawk-eyed guard by the window. Earlier in 
the evening he'd pilfered a large butcher's knife from Steve's kitchen, and he tucked it into a belt loop in his 


jeans, where he'd kept it ever since. His fingers drummed along the handle. "Look at him." 


"Look at him?" Bill asked, contorting his face as he whipped his head back and forth between the two of them. 
"You look at him! Nobody ought to be armed more than him! He's helpless!" 


Jon scrunched his lips into a pout. "| am not helpless," he squeaked, though he stopped himself the moment he 
remembered he truly was. As far as his bandmates were concerned, Jon was a fragile, tiny Northerner with a 
curlicuing cosmic thought process and common sense to match. He needed defending; he'd even gotten it 


already. He certainly had no ancient spells on which he could rely. 


But even then, he thought, perhaps he was useless. He hadn't remembered how to send an enchanted gust of 
wind to push the cow zombie away. He hadn't remembered a spell to stun it. He'd blanked, utterly, and Bill had 
to come and split its skull into shards to rescue him. His pout eased. He caught a glimpse of Chris, seated on 
the couch beside him, steadying his trident in his hands when he dropped his eyes toward his lap. Jon was 
helpless. 


"Which is precisely why he shouldn't be armed, Bill, for bloody sakes." Rick stepped away from the window-in 
his stead, Steve darted over to take his place and peered out into the twilight for any sign of anything-and 
toward Bill and Jon. "Look at him. Do you think there's anything he could honestly wield that would give us an 


advantage?" 
“Anything helps," Bill argued. 


Rick cocked an eyebrow. "Could you please do me a favor and try to picture Jon fighting off a horde of 


zombies? Of any species?" 
Jon took the moment to fight back a pout again. | may be helpless, he thought, but I'm right here. 
“Accrington bloody Stanley wouldn't have him on account of how little and frail he is," Rick concluded. 


Bill answered with a sigh. "Well, then, what do you suggest? Just-whatll we do, all fight in a circle around him? 
Protect him like the baby in a herd of elephants?" 


Bill's hand shot out to his side, a sharp gesture down that Jon caught in his eyes. But in the same sliver of 
vision, in the same moment, there was an iron-colored swipe through the air, a thud on cushioned leather, a 
snow of rust falling about the area Jon shot up straight in his seat, and Bill stilled in place, and he and Rick 
both fell silent. 


The trident had landed in place like a rollercoaster safety bar across the arms of the easy chair. Jon followed 
its length up to the handle, where Chris held onto it and stared up at Bill. "Give him something to beat them 
away until | get to him," he said. 


What followed was a silence filled almost too near to the brim with Bill's seething for even Rick to inject a 
chuckle into it. At some point Steve shuffled past and retrieved from the kitchen a broom, which he rested 
against the side of the easy chair. But mostly Jon watched Chris pull the trident back toward his lap, lay it on 
the floor beside the couch, and pull the blanket over himself and lie down. 


Jon had always enjoyed when Chris took charge, he supposed. 


Eventually Bill had no choice but to accept this as the solution, and he grumbled his way onto a makeshift bed 
made of blankets on the floor, and not long afterward, the electricity failed. Steve scrounged in the dark with 
Chris‘ cigarette lighter until he located the aromatherapy candle he kept on the mantle. The flashlights, they 


had all agreed, needed to stay with the batteries out in the car, because who, honestly, knew. 


Furthermore they agreed that this day had brought, by far, the most agreements they'd ever shared, even if 
each consecutive armistice had been reached by virtue of exhaustion It became a consoling enough thought 
that Steve blew the candle out after only about half an hour of pitch-black chitchat. He settled on the 


recliner, Rick stayed in his blankets on the floor beside Bill, and Chris and Jon remained in place on the couch 


and easy chair respectively, and the group decided to head to sleep. 
Presumably. 


Though he found the chair a comfortable enough substitute bed-and thankfully, too, as no one else could have 
scrunched themselves up to fit in it-Jon couldn't sleep. There crept about his fatigue the thought that if he 
slept, something worse than everything he'd seen that day would befall the planet. He wondered what could 
possibly be worse than undead livestock, or incinerated vegetation, or the apparent extinction of all mankind, 
save four quite hopelessly male musicians and a fae. Would the sight of it, whatever it could be, send him to 


another life? What a shame that would be. Even with the dreadful events this life had recently thrown his 
way, Jon had rather enjoyed it. 


But he figured that no matter what could happen, he'd never get to start a new life. There were likely no 
families, even potential ones, for him to be born into. He'd be stuck in this one, witness to all the horrors that 
could fall upon the earth, not even free to choose to feign a death. If the world remained long enough on its 
death bed, perhaps Jon could glamour himself over the years into an old man. He thought it a hopeful 
prospect; if he had to make himself age, it would mean at least one of his bandmates would be alive with him, 


still clueless of his true nature. 


Conversely, though, if none of them survived that long, he could let go of the charade of aging. The thought of 
such a freedom struck him as quite an oddity now. His body could stay at least at twenty-seven years of age, 


never growing weary from glamouring another year's withering onto his face, his body. 


Tire himself into a tired, elderly man with his tired friends by his side, or say goodbye to the lot of them and 
stay young as long as it would take to send the world off. Either way, the last of the immortal Sidhe would 
bear the name of Jon Anderson until the earth died of neglect under his hand. 


Last of the immortal Sidhe. 


He wondered when the last elves besides him perished, and how. He hadn't come face-to-face with another for 
certain since his first life, the only one in which he lived as one of his true kind, among his true kind. But that 
was over a millennium ago, in an age in which the Fair Folk were already dwindling in number. By then they'd 
stopped using a single name for themselves and had adopted all the terms the mortals used for them; 
whichever sounded prettiest rolling off their tongues in a particular sentence became what they were. Those 
times called for any solitary moment of delight. Births were few, new marriages unheard of. He'd known few of 
his folk close to his age. Nearest was a girl an elf-decade his senior, who surrendered her immortality to save 
the life of a mortal knight with whom she'd fallen in love. After that her ears rounded, her cloak of glamour 
vanished, and she died an old woman before Jon completed is first elf-decade of life. Such was the fate of so 
many Sidhe, both young and old, in those days. They wandered into the realms of Man and fell in love with a 
person or the customs, and they relinquished their eternal lifespans to live among them. Those not turned 
mortal were killed by this or the other foe, or transfigured into trees and flowers and streams, or they 


started over and glamoured themselves new lives. 


Jon had, eons ago, given up on trying to remember what brought his second lifetime upon him. 


In any case, after his one and only life as an elf among elves ended abruptly and he returned, immediately, it 
felt, as the changeling child of aristocrats, he still held the memory of his former life. He was fae; as many 
lives as he lived, he would know it, and he would know his name and his powers and his tongue. But he hadn't 
stayed with his people long enough to learn all their lore, all their legends and prophecies, all their ways. He 


never learned how to recognize another by look alone. 


Nevertheless, he always felt he'd know for sure when he became the last of his kind. If, indeed, that were the 


case now. It was likely. Like a distant earthquake under the sea sends a ripple to tease a shoreline halfway 


around the world, he'd feel the death of the penultimate fae. 


But he'd never, since the dawn of that second life, felt even a single droplet of sea foam spray upon him. 
Where had they gone, he wondered? Had they died in the downtime between two of his lives? Were there still 
others out there? Could he truly not feel their deaths? He wasn't sure whether it rendered his task, of 


apparently restoring the world, more perplexing or more sad. 


When he began to wonder if they'd forsaken him after his departure from his first life, he sat upright in the 
easy chair. If he was helpless without a weapon, he was even more helpless without another soul to accompany 
him. He permitted himself to be selfish, just once. 


He leaned forward, hand extended and groping in the dark, until his fingers brushed against the warm tickling 
strands of shaggy hair he sought. He whispered into the dark, and he received, in a moment, an answer. 


"Is that you, Jon?" Chris asked in a whisper as he rolled onto his side. 
"Will you come outside with me?" Jon asked back. 


Chris replied by swinging his legs over the cushions of the couch. He pulled his blankets off, and before Jon 
himself had even freed himself from his quilted cocoon, he stood before him, hand brushing through the black 
until he found enough of Jon to recognize him. Jon stood, steadying himself by holding onto Chris’ arm. 


Slowly, they strove to hush their movements so no one else would wake. Then they prodded about, eyes soon 
adjusting to the darkness, until they found each other's fingers once more, and hand-in-hand they slipped the 
rest of the way out of the living room and out the front door. 


They lingered on the front step just outside. Out under the moon and the stars, it was easier to see. And the 
celestial bodies themselves brought both of them a sigh of relief, the heavens, at least, hadn't changed. Up 
above the moon hung as bright and silver as ever Jon had seen it nearly every night for more than a 
thousand years. The stars expanded across the sky in a glittering splash the likes of which he certainly hadn't 
seen since his name became Jon Anderson. He could trace the lines of the constellations. He moved from star 


to star and felt Chris‘ fingers tighten around his hand. 


He looked over at Chris when he heard him yawn. He felt then that he should say something, but the thoughts 
that had plagued him seemed to have drifted up toward the stars, and he'd forgotten them. 


"Are you alright?" Chris asked. 


Jon thought he nodded, but his shoulders just gave a roll, and he let out a sigh. Under the starlight he could 
see straight ahead into the burnt forest. He surveyed black stump after black stump. At least nothing could 
hide among them and lunge forth and attack. But he missed the trees. Missed the green. It was April. Spring 
hadn't had a chance. 


Chris hung his head. "| wonder what happened." 
"| wish it hadn't," Jon murmured. 


They let a moment divide them. Even the crickets seemed to have burnt to nothing, and the night lay still 
around the two of them, so silent that Jon thought he could have heard the rotation of the planet. He drew 
nearer to Chris and Chris drew nearer to him. Jon felt just softly against his side the heat from Chris’ body. 
A diffusion of winter still crept through the air, and it sent Jon shivering, but with Chris nearby, he could 


tolerate it. He took one more step closer to him, looking up as he did. 
"Were you sleeping very hard?" Jon asked. "I shouldn't like to have awakened you if you were." 


Chris shrugged. "It's fine. If it's you wake me up in the middle of the night, Jon, honestly, | can't say no to that. 


Its got to be something's on your mind.” 


Smiling in spite of himself, Jon took his eyes away from Chris' face, away from the stars backlighting him. 
‘Ive..Lost my train of thought on it," he lied, and then he bit his lip. "It's for the best, it is, really. I'm sorry | 


woke you, | should let you sleep." 


I'm fine." Chris' fingers twitched, though not hard enough to quite give Jon's hand a squeeze. Jon tilted his 
head at the gesture nonetheless. But then Chris let go, and held his hand out and swept it before him, all 
across the step, and asked, "Why don't we sit?" 


Jon nodded. They settled on the step, their bodies nearly touching and their feet on the cement walkway that 
led down a ways and around the side of the house to the driveway. Before making himself too comfortable, 
Chris leaned to one side and dug into his back pocket, and he emerged with a rather crumpled pack of 
cigarettes and his lighter. 


As Chris tucked two cigarettes into his mouth, Jon glanced out at the night beyond, at the once-forest whose 
silence surely must have indicated abandonment, an utter annihilation of everything that could have lived in it, 
even the unknown terrors that Jon couldn't help but expect. Every second he tried to consider what had 
happened, who had done it. Nothing gave him a clue. The silence offered neither aide nor detriment. But still, 
with his eyes still on the charred wood and the indifferent sky, Jon whispered, "Perhaps you shouldn't light 


those." 


Yet when he turned, he found that Chris had covered his mouth, with the lit cigarettes in it and the lighter 
already dimmed. A wisp of smoke curled and disappeared as it rose when he pulled one cigarette from between 


his lips and handed it to Jon "It's alright," he said, and Jon took it from him. 


He hadn't smoked all day. Not that he'd thought about it until he finally had a cigarette in his mouth, but 
either way, he took a long, gracious drag, and watched his exhalation flutter upward in elegant tendrils toward 
the moon. His kind had never developed any such recreation, he remembered. They'd never had a need, since 
they preferred to fill their days with long travels through their forests, and with singing, and with eating, and 
with delighting in the company of their kinsfolk. 


His kind. Jon snapped right back to his thoughts before waking Chris, to where all the other Fair Folk had gone, 
how he'd never know what became of the memory of him, how alone he was. When and if this life would end. 

What a terrible thing to think of with Chris beside him, he thought, but he failed to restrain himself for long 

before he finally asked, "Chris, what would you do if | happened to disappear?" 


Eyes wide, Chris plucked his cigarette from his mouth. “Jesus, don't say that." 


‘I'm sorry, I'm sorry," Jon said, shaking his head, his hair whipping about his shoulders. A terrible thought, he 
told himself again. But he could not swallow back the curiosity of this now. He hadn't the time. "I just-I don't 
know whatever the devil | would do if something were to happen to you, I'd fall apart, | would, and | just 
started thinking what-what if | just-pop! Gone?" 


He peered up at Chris, who still kept right on shaking his head. "Don't say that" 
Jon saw that his fingers trembled on his cigarette. "It won't happen, Christopher," he told him. 


"Then don't say it!" he barked, lisping through his teeth clamped tightly on the cigarette. "I don't need to think 
about that when I've got you right here with-beside me. You're our leader, you always have been. And l'm 
going to do everything | can to protect you and make sure we're-all of us are together. Always. There's 


nothing more important now than sticking together. Weren't you all on about that earlier?" 

"Yes," he answered. "But that's-no, you're right. That's the most important thing.” 

And yes, he thought further, he was their leader, too. Even if he couldn't fight for himself, he was their 
leader. He knew there were times when only he kept the lot of them together, and times when he had to be 
the one to enforce a regime change. Nobody knew-or nobody understood, at least-better than Chris. He 
smoked, long and deep and victorious. 


Nevertheless, he had to ask, "..But you're sure you're still alright with Bill around?" 


Chris smiled, and it covered the place of a laugh, and it turned to a nod. "I only have a problem with Bill when 


he has a problem with me." 
"He's got a problem with you, always, though," Jon giggled. 


"Yeah," Chris bobbed his head back and forth, as if trying to decide whether or not his acquiescence 
constituted something amusing. He settled without much of an apparent answer. "But he's good to have around. 
He might be a right prat about it, but he's usually got a good point to make. He's smart about things, doesn't 


let how scared he is get to him. Knows what he's doing. Even | have to agree with him sometimes." 

And even Jon knew that the only thing rarer than Bill ever paying Chris a compliment was Chris voicing his 
opinion on Bill one way or the other outside of a scuffle with him. Still, he thought on all the times, the many 
times even in only the last day, in which they'd reverted right back into loggerheads, and asked, "You don't find 
him awfully..Contrary?" 

"Contrary?" Chris picked the cigarette from his mouth. 

"You know," Jon said. "Almost anytime you come up with an idea he turns right around, he does, and suggests 
we do the opposite. You say let's all go to Accrington, he says no, let's away to London. You say we head the 


lot of us to the neighbors’ farm, he says no, we'll die." 


Chris fell quiet, a kind of build-up to the sigh he expelled at length, accompanied by a drop of his head, the 
replacement of the cigarette between his lips, and, "Well, it's understandable. | usually have pretty pants ideas.’ 


Pants? The nervel Jon huffed. "You do not," he said, sitting up straight. "If you think your ideas are pants, then 


you think mine are, too!" 
"He was right about the farm, though, almost.” 


Jon leaned over toward Chris, tilting his head so he could stare through the black and through the veil created 
by Chris' bangs to his face. "..Do you think he'd be right about Accrington, then?" 


"No," Chris answered 

"Why?" 

"Because." His head jerked away. 

Jon squinted. "Whatever do you mean, ‘because? 

He waited, but Jon soon determined that if Chris wouldn't turn his head to look at him, then he'd certainly get 
no answer from him. Jon would have to either move him about himself or keep right on pressing, and as 


desperately as he felt the need to understand, this position, nestled against Chris’ side, holding on to his back, 
his head nearly resting on his shoulder, brought him far too much warmth. Warmth that outside the two of 


them, nothing in what remained of the world would bring him. So, and he thought himself selfish in doing so, he 
resolved to ask, "Why would you stand up and say let's go to Accrington if you thought Bill would be right?" 


The force of Chris' sigh made Jon rise and fall along with him. "Because you'd never be happy about it, Jon,’ 
he responded. 


"Me?" he gawked. "Whatever have | to do with it?" 


If Chris had turned his head back toward Jon even by a centimeter, he jerked it back away twice as much, and 
he shook his head. ".Nothing. Nothing, its ridiculous." He had flicked the butt of his cigarette away and spoke 
through his left hand, covering his mouth. 


It made Jon bristle. He all but spat the remains of his cigarette from his mouth and put it out on the 


pavement. "No, Chris, what do you mean? Tell me." 


"Alright," Chris said after a moment, while rubbing his face. He looked out again into the night, but never once 
did his eyes flicker down toward Jon. "Let's say we decided to go to London Lets say we not only decided to go, 
but somehow or another Rick's car got us there. Let's just go all out and say that everything went without a 
hitch, everything went swimmingly. We made it to London in a few hours and there we are and everything's 
just as we left it" His lips twitched. "Well. Almost, anyway, I'm sure there'd be a lot more news of all sorts of 
fires and disappearances and the un-bloody-dead about. But regardless, let's say we got there and there are 


living people walking all about, people that we know and all." 
"Alright," Jon nodded. 


Chris nodded back. “Alright. But even if everything is fine in London, your mind is still going to be on your 
family, on Tony and all. You'd spend all the while wanting to get back up there. And let's say things aren't going 
well in London. What if the-! don't know, if transportation’s a mess from North London on up, or if 
communication is impossible, or something? You'd spend the whole time wondering about them. You'd never be 
happy. It wouldn't be worth it to go all that way just to risk having to turn right back onto the road and try 


to travel on up again. Even if it only takes a few hours of being in London, you wouldn't be able to bear it" 


Jon's hold on the fabric of Chris‘ shirt tightened for a second. He imagined it, strolling through London, trying 
to ask anyone if they'd had word from Accrington, word from anywhere in Lancashire, if anyone had come 
from there, and he imagined, likewise, that no one had heard a thing. He pictured the roads cut off, or blocked 
by herds of those poor moaning half-dead cows, and all the phone lines burned along with the trees. 


Of course he'd want to know. He may not have been their true birth-child, but the Andersons were Jon's 
family. He loved them. He wanted almost to be sick that he could have ever used them as something of a ploy, 


that he thought of them in no capacity but as the first thing that came to his mind. 


That's the difference between man and Sidhe, he thought. Men never think twice about those they truly love. 
They don't have to. "You don't give me much credit, Chris," he said. 


But Chris only replied, "I know you too well," and with a shrug, at that. "You don't even realize it, Jon, how 
much you love them," he said, and Jon almost choked. But he let Chris continue on. "Remember the first time 
we went on tour in America? You rang Tony every night. And..And | remember the night we met, when you 
were telling me about when you lived in Germany, how hard it was for you to be apart from Tony after he 


moved back here. | can't imagine what something like this must be like for you." 


In hearing that, Jon decided it would be much, much better to keep quiet that he called Tony that very same 
night and told him about the wonderful, sweet, talented young bass player to whom Jack Barrie had just 
introduced him, and how certain he felt of the prospect that they'd go on to make it as musicians together, 
and how he knew why his destiny truly had called him back to England. Especially since Chris had finally turned 


to look at him again. 


But still he hung his head. Chris always surprised him. He knew that Chris took in information like a sponge, so 
he felt his words shouldn't have struck him so heavily, but regardless, the content of them latched into his 
head where they'd come to rest. "Why does it matter so much to you, how happy | am?" he asked, fighting 
back both tears and a smile. The weight of the battle drew his head down, and he rested it on Chris’ shoulder. 


"Because-" Chris began, like a gasp. But he cut off his own voice, and he settled back He leaned his head to the 


side and rested it atop Jon's hair. 


Jon waited for him to speak again, and if he could have, he would have looked up at him. Instead Chris had 
trapped him, and he could look out only into the barren night, into what had once been the forest, from 
whence no sound emerged. It was warm, at least, with Chris sitting with him like that. Chris was always very 


warm. Warmer than Jon deserved. 


Yet he waited. Again. Not just for Chris to finish, though at this point, he doubted he would, but for something 
more, and he didn't know what. The thought, or the feeling, came upon him that something should be happening, 
that the air had chilled him and he needed to do something about it, and that Chris, with how warm he felt 


and how quiet he could become, could help him somehow, no matter how he may have ultimately answered. 


Chris at last hacked through the silence with a clearing of his throat. "Because," he said again "If-if it is 
actually just the five of us, then that... That makes you my oldest and closest friend” 


Without thinking on it, Jon shot up to his feet, and he stood there, wide-eyed, with his hands clasped over his 
lips so tightly that his whole face froze. Only then, looking down upon Chris, could he keep the threat of a sob 
dammed. Though he heard nothing from the forest, he felt it call for him. Willed it to call for him. Begged, 
begged for his kinfolk to exist so they could beckon him back, and he could live among the other immortals 
forevermore in peace and never again disrupt the world of Man, making any of them care for him enough to 
call him their oldest and closest friend, when he stood before them able to disappear in a blink and make them 
shatter to pieces. 


But he didn't disappear. After a moment Chris rose to loom over him, and he felt Chris’ hands on his 


shoulders, and he heard him saying something but couldn't make it out. "Are you alright," he guessed, before 
he felt Chris‘ hand on the side of his face. He blinked, then looked up at him. 


"Jon, what's wrong?" Chris asked. 


Jon wouldn't cry. He couldn't cry. All the years, all the lifetimes through which he'd existed trying to avoid 
such close companionship for the sake of both their hearts and his lonesome immortality raced back to him. 
When had he forgotten to guard himself? How could he have forgotten to guard Chris? The night they met, he 


guessed. 


He couldn't cry. He couldn't be made to cry when he still existed, and he still bore this identity, and Chris 
remained right there in front of him. "Nothing," he answered, shaking, and tossing all the energy from his 
quaking into his arms, he hugged Chris about the waist at the very moment Chris moved to pull him into an 


embrace. 


He almost felt that he knew the thing for which he'd waited earlier, the little more help Chris could provide. 
But it appeared as just a faint trace of a taste of an epiphany. No need to try to chase it down. He let Chris 
hug him and he hugged him back. 


Briefly, though, and vaguely, too, he became aware that his lips seemed to tingle, but the sensation disappeared 
as quickly as it had arrived, and he soon forgot all about it. 


"You're mine, too," Jon said. 

Near-silence fell upon him again, the quiet in the dark that would have drowned his ears were he unable to 
hear the beating of Chris' heart under the minute little shifts in the folds of his shirt as they both breathed. 
Breathed. Jon could breathe easily again, and he hadn't even realized he'd had such a hard time before. He 
clung to him, and he sank, at rest, into what remained of the quiet before they offered one last exchange 
before heading back inside. 

| wonder why it's the five of us," Chris said. 


And Jon replied, "I wonder if its the five of us." 


chapter five 


Author's Notes: 
Switching to ELP for a few chapters. Everything will come together eventually, | promise. 


The thunderstorm started the moment Greg, Carl, and Keith left the restaurant. Greg had caught sight of it 
through the skyscrapers, a big rolling sheet of darkness surging up to overtake the afternoon. He'd just sighed 
at it then. It was unseasonably warm and muggy that day, especially for New York, and even less than usual 
did he feel up to trudging the two blocks down the street to the same Japanese restaurant Keith always 
dragged them to visit when they arrived here on tour. But since Keith reigned supreme and since, much to his 
own chagrin, Greg's stomach held the position of second-in-command, he had no choice. Off they went, and as 
soon as they finished, paid, and opened the doors to enter back out into the street to head back to the hotel, 


one echoing roar of thunder sent the rain down at last. 


He watched Carl dart out into the rain, that little sweet spot between naive fearlessness and outright stupidity 
charging him, and Keith followed close after. And since Keith had it in him to actually run, Greg sighed again 
and held his arm over his head in place of any umbrella he really should have thought to bring, then lumbered 
out into the storm and followed at quite a distance behind. Enough of a distance, he figured, that he could 
leave them in peace, since their paces already evened out and they jogged side-by-side, chatting. No need for 
Greg to come and interrupt them. No need for Greg at dll. 


Of course he always thought that, and then almost as soon as he'd resolve to voice his displeasure with the 
entire arrangement of their trio, Carl would do something like wait at the front door of the hotel and wait for 
Greg for as long as it took him to get there, holding the door open for him the entire time, just like he did 
then, and Greg would thank him and fall right back into his moping silence. He supposed Carl had his reasons 
for treating him with a kind of courtesy when he didn't have to, in all truth. He couldn't imagine the reason 
was that Carl loved Greg the way Greg loved Carl, but there had to be some reason 


"Ahh, you're all wet!" Carl gasped, thoroughly soaked, himself, his long auburn hair slick and dripping about his 


shoulders. "And it's so cold in here, I'm glad our rooms came with those groovy bathrobes!" 


Greg opened his mouth to reply-not that he had much of anything with which to reply, other than, “oh, yeah, 
me too"-but Keith, who had settled on lingering about a few feet ahead in the lobby, reached back, patted Carl 


on the back, and therefore sent Carl into a smiling fit, wheeling around to stride beside him once again. 


No need for Greg at all. And then the cycle repeated when Carl held the elevator door open for him. The lift 


up couldn't have taken longer if they traveled in reverse. 


Greg took the time going up to, once again, allow them to pal around, as well as think on just how accustomed 


to this sort of treatment he should be. He'd been the L in ELP for two years, touring the world with his 


surrounding two lettermates for just as long, and everywhere they went it was the same thing, because what 
could Greg do about it? Could he honestly at any point expect it to go well if he up and told Carl, "I'm in love 
with you, and | know you probably don't feel the same way about me, but could you at least acknowledge me a 


bit more often than just incidentally?" 


No. Forget everything after "I'm in love with you." He'd tell Carl, and then both their careers would be over, 
because Carl would never want to be in the same country as Greg, let alone on the same stage, or in the 


same gorgeous colossal gilded hotel suite in the pinnacle of American civilization. He'd rather die than tell Carl 


how he felt. 


And that was why he settled, and it made him sigh as the three of them exited the elevator at last and 
headed down the hall into their suite. He tried to appreciate it. The beautiful artwork that decorated the walls 
of each of their separate bedrooms. The shining golden doorknobs and lamps and faucets in their own 
bathrooms. The hot tub. The room service. The fact that they could stay in such a place, even if they only 
had it for two nights. The money. The success. He tried. And then Keith turned around and said, "After we dry 
off, I'm going to help Carl practice that new piece again, what do you want to do?" and he missed, very 
suddenly, the days when he and Bob and Pete and lan and Mike tried to hide the pleasance of their surprise at 
how well the audiences at the Marquee received them, because the money hadn't very damn well flowed 
toward them at much more than a trickle. The days when just a little bit of success mattered because they 
could concentrate on achieving it. The days when he didn't have Carl Palmer fluttering about in his mind 
nonstop like some kind of adorable butter ly. 


"lm just going to relax," Greg told him. And he turned around before he could watch Keith shrug, or Carl flit 
across the main living area into his room. Either sight would have probably slaughtered him. 


When he got into his room, he shut the door, because even a tiny glint of light from that room, where Keith 
had his Minimoog set up and where the two of them would practice all wet and side by side, touching far, far 
too much, would blind him, he thought. Then he collapsed face-down on his bed, not even bothering to fetch a 
towel from the bathroom. Maybe the rain weighed him down all over, but he found this evening especially 
difficult. Some nights just were harder than others, but this seemed altogether different. 


Things always seemed different when he found his thoughts drifting toward blaming Keith. What did Keith have 
to do with any of it? Other than being the object not just of Carl's attention but, Greg felt almost entirely 
positive, his affection He groaned. He had a mantra, and he flipped himself onto his back and, while he busied 
himself with building a cocoon of pillows around his head with which he could hopefully drown out any sound, 


he recited it: 
Keith is not responsible for Carl's feelings. 
Keith is not why I'm not with Carl. 


| am why I'm not with Carl. 


Man up, Gregory. 

The drone of the rain against his window hypnotized him into sleep for a while. Soon enough, though, he awoke, 

but he didn't move. Faintly, he could hear the voices of Carl and Keith seep in through the wall like a flood tide. 
For all the extravagance of this palace of a hotel, they hadn't put much funding into the thickness of the walls; 
he didn't eavesdrop as much as the eaves dropped onto him. 


"| don't know," Carl said. "It's coming down awfully hard, don't you think?" 


"Well, they have those storms here sometimes," Keith replied "Can't remember what they call them. It's 
nothing to worry about." 


"You're sure?" 

"Of course l'm sure! I've seen worse rain" 

"Really? You have? Wow!" 

Keith is not responsible for Carl's feelings. 

"Oh, yeah." A clinking little crescendo along the keyboard. "My Mum and Dad and | went on holiday once when | 
was very little, probably..Five, six or so, and in rolled this unholy torrent that came down nearly the entire 
trip. Flashes of lightning so bright and thunder so loud | had nightmares." 

Greg heard nothing for a moment, but assumed Carl had to be gasping, widening his eyes, staring at Keith in a 
mixture of awe and horror that someone like him could have any fear of anything at all. Keith is not why l'm 
not with Carl, he thought. 

"Wow..." Carl finally said. "You know, | never quite get scared of the weather, | never did, even when | was little, 
but | may very well have a nightmare about this storm! | hope you're right, | just don't like the looks of it at 
all 

"Itll be fine." 

"You're sure...2" 

"l'm sure." 

“Alright, then" 


He could all but hear him smiling. 


Outside the window a flash of lightning lit the city street below like daytime. Keith's voice rose again to speak 


once more, but Greg didn't even catch the very first word before a clap of thunder, not at all unlike 
something very much out of those nightmares, tore through the sky. The walls shook Carl yelped in the other 
room, Keith let out some kind of startled noise. Even Greg jumped a little, as if he'd forgotten the concept of 
thunder as anything more than a talking point. 

The rattling in the structure of the building settled after a few seconds, and with the calm returned Greg's 
hearing. Like a whisper he heard Carl and Keith again, all muffled and low and cautious, as if the storm outside 
were a sleeping predator they couldn't dare wake. 

"Do you see what | mean?" Carl asked. "Are you sure it's not a normal storm?" 

"The power might go out," Keith answered. 

"l'm worried, though, | don't want anything bad to happen" 

"Nobody does. It's fine, Carl, even if the power goes out, everything will be fine.” 

"O-okay, Keith, if..lf you think so...” 

| am why I'm not with Carl. 

Then Carl continued "I wonder if Greg heard that." 

Greg drummed his fingers along his stomach, where he'd long ago rested his hand, which now, he realized, had 
fallen asleep. The motion brought a tingle through each digit. He sighed. He sighed half because Carl had once 
again sent the cycle spinning and half because Keith offered no reply. 

Keith chose the worst times not to reply. He never replied to anything Carl said that might indicate that he 
cared, even slightly, about Greg, and that in turn might force Keith to acknowledge Greg as some kind of 
threat. He never replied when the lack of a reply would mean that, perhaps, he returned Carl's affections. 
Greg wished Keith would never shut up. 

"It was pretty loud, wasn't it?" he hollered in response through the wall. 

"Are you scared?" Carl called back. 

Greg didn't even hesitate. "No." 


And he envisioned three scenarios in the deafening quiet that followed: 


In the first, he was alone, in some vague, dark room, and he was a small child. He supposed it had to have been 


his bedroom from when he was young, but it was almost too dark to tell. He was aware that the power had 


gone out. He hid under the blankets and cried out for someone to come for him, but he was alone, and he 
remained alone. Alone and stranded in the blackness and small and desperate. Then he finally heard footsteps 
coming for him, but by then, his voice had worn down, and he couldn't scream, and he didn't want anyone to 


come to him anymore. 


In the second, Carl grabbed onto Keith and clung to him, and Keith, slowly, turned and held him back. Carl told 

him how frightened he was of this storm, yet again, and, moving in closer, he proceeded to ask over and over 
if Keith was sure that it was nothing to be afraid of. Keith leaned in as well, assuring him each time that yes, 
he was sure, until his words no longer served a purpose and he silenced Carl's fears by pressing his lips 


against his. 


In the third, Carl shivered, and Greg felt the vibrations through either the wall or the floor or both, it didn't 
even matter, and he flung himself from the bed, and burst through the door into the living room, and he 


scooped Carl into his arms and Carl held onto him and he won. 

Man up, Gregory. Man up. 

Then he heard the Minimoog fire up again over the humming rain What else could he do, he thought, but roll 
onto his side, grab the phone from the nightstand, and order some room service dessert? At least with 
dessert he knew what to expect when he opened his mouth for it. All he had to do then was wait for it to 


arrive. Until then: 


Keith is not responsible for Carl's feelings.. 


chapter six 


What a sweet thing, the brief and hopeful endorphin rush that always soothed Greg's nerves after he became 
aware that food was on its way to him. He hung up the phone and eased back against the pillow, and for a 
moment, he could think of nothing but the cake and the cinnamon roll and the cannoli that he could shortly call 
his own. Room service, he thought, the truest love of all. If he couldn't have Carl, the sugar, at least, could 
console him on the rebound. He could have slept on the thoughts of his dessert. 


It was a moment suspended like a bridge paved with peppermint between the sound of Carl and Keith's silence 
in the other room and the black that fell upon the suite not ten seconds later. The power went out. He heard 
Carl murmuring "no, oh no," and then Keith shushing him gently, and just To make the entire scene more 
horrible, the thought visited itself upon Greg that the kitchen will have lost power as well, and he would be 


receiving no dessert this evening. 


Why not go ahead and open the window into the downpour and the lightning and jump onto the street below? 
Honest to God. But of course a second later Greg heard his bedroom door thrust open and he heaved himself 
up from the bed with a groan. 


"Greg?" Carl cried. "Are you alright?" 


Greg squinted, sifting through the shadows for the one that may have resembled Carl's frame, to no avail. He 
sighed. If he could barely get to see him in the light, what more could the dark possibly reveal? "I'm fine, Carl," 
he answered. "The power's out. It's not a bloody bank heist" 


"Good! Good." Carl seemed to rest against the door frame, catching his breath. "Good. You should come out into 
the living room, | think. Just-just in case." 


"In case of what?" Greg asked. He made a face that as soon as he felt it made him glad the dark would hide it. 
Carl didn't need abject skepticism right now. Why else would he turn to Keith of all people for reassurance 


again and again? 


How hard it was, Greg thought in the pause, to be a born cynic in love with such a wide-eyed boy of a man 
He pushed himself off the bed and put his arms out to either side, groping around in the dark for the 


surfaces of anything in the room. 


"| don't know," Carl finally said. He moved away from Greg when he approached him in the doorway. "I just 


don't.. don't know. | don't know." 


Then came the other voice from somewhere in the living room, probably sitting at the Moog, probably just as 
relaxed as if at a snap of his own fingers he could bring all the lights back and wield them like torches if he 
wanted to. "It'll be fine, Carl," Keith said. "And it doesn't matter anyway. No matter what happens, | won't let 
anything happen to you." 


What Greg wouldn't do for the light. He couldn't possibly get any quality stomping done in this murk. What 
minimal light filtered in from the cloud-veiled moon outside gave him, at last, enough to adjust his eyes 
minimally; yet with that same light, it occurred to him that the entirety of New York City, or at least their 
sprawling urban pocket of it, had lost power. But as he crossed the room and neared the couch, he could see 
the outline of Keith getting up from the Moog and striding across the room into the utter black near the door. 


"You two sit," Keith said. "I'm going to go down to the lobby and see if they have any flashlights or anything.’ 


"A-are you sure about that?" Carl asked. "You'd have to take the stairs, wouldn't you? And we're all the way 
at the top." He'd come a bit nearer to Greg and the couch, but he whipped around and held a hand over his 
lips. Greg couldn't remember ever seeing him this startled, least of all by something like the dark. But he'd 
leave it be, for now, lest Keith seize on it and rope Carl his way at the slightest kind word. 


Keith just replied, "I'll be back as soon as | can," and he let a quiet second pass, and then he slipped out the 


door. 


In the echo, Carl shivered Then quickly he wheeled around and joined Greg on the couch, holding his chin in his 
hands, staring out straight ahead. 


Outside the thunder picked up once again, along with a wind that screeched past the side of the hotel and a 
torrent of rain that streamed down the windows as if each splattering droplet were the size of a man's 
scowling head. Greg couldn't speak over that racket. So the most he could do, as he watched Carl's posture 
drop and his head sink, was force himself out of the boundaries that the three of them had often set for 
themselves and pat him on the back. He found the touch clumsy, as if his hand were a broom and his arm the 


handle. He wanted to apologize immediately, but Carl gave no reaction for quite some time. 


He expected as much. All the touching in ELP had always seemed relegated between Keith and Carl. Greg never 
entered into it. But Greg had never been a toucher, nor had he particularly wanted anybody touching him. Easy 
enough back when he was in King Crimson, he thought, when he wasn't in love with anybody and the most he 
could expect was when Pete, crowding near him to once again go over the lyrics in some cramped little area 
back behind the Speakeasy or wherever, would be forced to squish the side of his body against Greg's. Maybe 
he'd been spoiled by it. He missed it, suddenly and deeply, and Pete squished right up alongside him without 
even thinking about it all those years ago felt so much more real and close and meaningful than his hand laying 
limp and heavy on Carl's back like a slab of meat on the butcher's counter. And he wondered which would be 
better: being with Carl, or having never met him to know who he was and want him so badly. How could he 


bridge a gap whose cause he didn't understand? 
"Thank you," Carl said. 
"Yeah," Greg replied. 


He slid his hand away and tucked it into his lap, and Carl heaved himself up to rest against the back of the 


couch, then turned his head to gaze out the window. 


"| wonder how much power is out," Carl wondered aloud. "If it's all over, | bet itll take a long time to get it 


back. | bet our shows will be cancelled" 


Greg at last tilted his head. "Carl, you're not afraid of the dark, are you?" he asked, but before he finished 
uttering the words, he wanted to grab and retrieve them from the air, and reorder them into something less 


inconsiderate. 


But Carl answered him. "No. | just-I don't know, | don't like this storm. | know Keith was saying there's nothing 
going to come of it, and it just is what it is, and all, but | don't like it one bit. | feel like-" he turned and stared 
ahead, biting his lower lip, then shook his head. No sooner had he settled down from that, and rolled his eyes, 
though, then he turned toward Greg, his eyes wide, capturing all the dim light that they possibly could. 


"Promise me you won't think it's silly.’ 
"Uh." He felt himself redden a bit. When did Carl ever make him promise anything? "l-l promise." 


Carl blinked, slowly, the glimmer in his eyes every bit as bright as before. "I feel like..Well, do you ever have a 
dream, and you sort of forget about it, but later in the day something happens that sort of goes along with 
that dream, and you remember it?" 


| don't dream." Greg swore he didn't. He'd never had a single one that he'd remembered, if he did, so wherein 


lay the proof that he did? 


"Oh, but you must!" Carl squealed. "Everyone dreams! They're so much fun usually. Well. | mean." his eyes 
searched this way and that, as if somewhere on the ceiling his trail of thought had come to land. "Well. See- 
alright, well, sometimes, | have dreams, like once | had a dream where | was driving my dad's car through the 
sky, and | had to pass through a bridge in the clouds, and the archway outside was this rainbow, but it didn't 
quite hit me as anything so nice in the dream other than, ‘Oh, what a neat way of landscaping they have up 
here: But after | woke up, later in the day, it got a little bit rainy, and then-wahh, there's this big beautiful 
rainbow up there! And | remembered the dream! And | thought to myself, ‘Oh, Carl, you're some kind of 
psychic, aren't you? Little bit scary, that, but so pretty. Who doesn't like a rainbow?" 


| want to kiss you, Greg thought. "Ahh. | see." 


"Right!" Carl chirped. And he bounced upright in his seat, but settled back down almost as quickly. The dark fell 
on his face, he tilted away from the light, and sighed into the shadow. "Well.Last night | think | had a dream 
about this big dark flood, only | was back in Birmingham when it was happening, and then-l'm not sure, but | 
think | was standing on the edge of a field, and you and Keith were there, and some other fellows | didn't know 


were right in the middle. | don't know where that was. But | just-it gave me such a bad feeling, Greg, it felt so 
real. | don't like it." 


Greg wanted to file Carl's words away. Place them in a neat little envelope and sort them in a cabinet along 


with all the other instances of precious manchildren getting their jollies up and their knickers twisting about 
their dreams. But he felt the tremble in Carl's voice, the absolute belief in every word he said, even the 


stammered ones. 


As far as Greg had always been concerned, science reigned supreme. If he, himself, had had no experience with 
dreams, how could he dispute their veracity on the basis of his own experiences? He'd have to have one of his 
own, have dreams of every kind, lucid or real-seeming, nightmares and fantasies, and many of each, in order to 
provide testimony just to his own dreaming life. And the more he thought on it, the less he knew about them, 

and the less he felt sure he could reassure Carl that it was just a dream. 


Because even Greg knew that if Carl felt the way he sounded, saying that it was "just a dream" would be like 
saying that a beheading was “just a little nick” 


"Well," he began, unsure, really, of in which direction to head. "Sometimes a bad feeling is a good thing." 
"How?" 

Greg shrugged. "It's instinct, you know? An animal thing. We get bad feelings for a reason It tells us there's 
danger, and the sooner we can detect danger, the sooner we can flee it, or fight against it, or just-do 


whatever we can to protect ourselves. So maybe we should be listening to your bad feelings." 


When he looked again at Carl, Greg found him biting his lip again, and he held his breath, thanking himself that 
he'd finished speaking before he glanced over. That lip-bite. He wouldn't mind dying right then and there. 


Carl held himself about the arms, squeezing himself tightly. "I'm scared, Greg." 


Man up, man up, man up, man up. Greg could have, at any second, taken him by the hand and kissed him, all 


reassuring and comforting and perfect like in some movie somewhere. At any second. 


But he had a terribly bad feeling about it. A terribly bad feeling about everything to do with his feelings for 


him. The door flung open and, whether aligned with Greg's instinct or not, his chance evaporated. 

Keith rushed inside, a near-deafering commotion following behind him until he slammed the door behind him. 
"There's flooding all through the streets. The whole lobby is filling up, they're moving all the guests to the 
higher floors." 

"What?" Carl shouted. "Flooding?" 


'Its-it's only a few inches," Keith said. "That's all feet are, anyway, just a bunch of inches, right? Its nothing 


to be worried about." 


Carl jumped up from the couch. "I'm worrying, Keith! | don't like-Greg, did you hear him?" 


A blast of lightning illuminated everything outside the window, and a clap of thunder followed so loudly that 
Greg nearly missed the sound of a distant siren for the slow fade of the ringing in his ears. Outside, in the 
hallway, the guests that had arrived from the lower floors yelped and cried and started in wave after wave of 


indeterminable calls to one another. 
Keith headed over to his Minimoog and took it from the stand. "I'm not going out into anything without this." 


"What do you mean, ‘go out into anything?" Carl rushed up to Keith, and once agai the boundary fell. He 


clamped his hands around Keith's arm. "You aren't-you aren't going outside, are you?" 


"We might have to," Keith replied. "If they want to evacuate us, it's either going to be by helicopter or-or we 
might have to just..Go out into the crowd, you know. That's all” 


Back and forth like that. Greg stared at Keith, the way he hoisted the Moog up onto his shoulder and tried to 
avoid Carl's frantic gaze. He was terrified. Greg could see it in each pulse of lightning that brightened the room. 
He stood up from the couch. "Quit scaring him," he told Keith. 


lm not scaring anybody," Keith responded, 
"lim scared," Carl said. "I'm scared and | don't like this and there's something going on and-" 


The whole building shook. The voices of the people in the hallway rose again to a horrifying din, and Greg nearly 
lost his balance. Carl, first of the three, ran to the window and looked out into the street. 


His silence brought Greg and Keith to join him. 


Greg looked out into the dark, and with the light only from the near-hidden moon and from lightning strike 
after lightning strike, he found the water rising and churning up to the fourth floor of the buildings across the 
street, as dark and as fitful as the ocean itself in a storm. Far away there came the riotous creaking of 
bending and tearing metal, and up against the black of the sky came a rising, shining mass pushing past the 
buildings in the distance. 


"That's a wave, isn't it?" Keith asked. 


Carl seized each of them by the arms, and he let out a scream so loud Greg almost couldn't see the tsunami 
approaching from beyond, it drowned his senses so. But he fought through it, holding his breath all the while, 
in awe of the sheer size of the wall of water that came toward them. Certainly it didn't reach up to the 
fifteenth floor of their hotel, but the top tenth or so story of the building across the street fell under its 


shadow with ease. 


If any moment could have been appropriate for Greg to whip Carl around and at least tell him, with the last 
inhalation he'd ever take, that he loved him, his last would be the one. But at the churning of the flood below 


prior to the impact, the three of them came unlocked from one another, and they stumbled. 


The wave hit the second a bolt of lightning like the death of a star encircled and electrified the building. 


chapter seven 


Greg awoke. Wherever it was that he happened to awake, or how, or why, was less to his amazement and 
horror than that he actually did, simple, awake. Because he remembered being in a hotel in New York, and a 
wall of water rolling straight towards his suite, and Carl screaming, and Keith trying to downplay everything 
for somebody's sake, and then he remembered light. A brilliant blue-white light, and then nothing, and then 
this. 


So perhaps, he figured, all his years of logic and skepticism and sneering had been for naught. He'd died. It didn't 
matter whether the culprit took the form of lightning or water. Greg Lake was dead. And, nonbeliever that he 
was, he'd ended up lying in a place he decided to call Lucifer's Scrap Heap. All about him lay shredded metal, 
planks of plaster and wood, decimated furniture, little gilded nuggets of he-didn't-know-what. The further he 
lifted his head-what a shock that the underworld let him keep it-the more he could see the surrounding area. 
The sky above spread from petals of pink dawn near a rising sun to a pale blue that darkened higher up. 
Angular silhouettes broke the plain of the sky in shapes, Greg thought, like factories. Not a tree in sight; not 
even the barren, twisted, leafless skeleton of one. He figured it made sense that the Devil would put him to 
work on an empty stomach. The sky, though, and the cool breeze, he didn't quite expect as much. 


Then, on an empty stomach? he thought. Why, he wondered, would he be starving if he'd died? 


But of course: punishment. Everything here was designed for torture. The Devil would make him regret that 
last call to room service. Sometimes in life he'd debated whether the sin of wrath or gluttony held him 


prisoner to greater effect, and now he had an answer. 


He sighed. If he truly had clocked in for his first shift of eternal damnation, he might as well get up and get 
moving. As he tried to pull himself from the rubble around him, he found an ache seizing his entire body, and 
he groaned. Probably just a reflex, he thought. How much of his brain had been preserved in his conversion to 
a spirit, he wondered, and soon he concluded that, at the very least, it was enough to allow him to feel pain. 


Only natural. 


Greg stood atop the wreckage when at last he freed himself from it. The ache returned in full force, so he 
stretched, a selfish moment in a place constructed for the selfish. It felt so real, the pain, so familiar—the dull 
seizing of his muscles, a whooshing throb down his legs. He rubbed the small of his back The nerve of it all 
made him scowl. Making him suspect he still had life in him. Blood flowing. A heart beating. An actual body and 


not a construct divined for the purpose of retribution 


And as he looked around, the horizon of Hell struck him, too, as familiar, albeit vaguely. He squinted, and he 


made a slow pivot to take in the entire area. 
The Scriptures never said anything about Beelzebub modeling his dominion off Birmingham. 


Birmingham! He'd ventured there once or twice, though mostly on tours or as pit stops in family trips. 


Nowadays anytime he thought of it the image of it came to him in conjunction with Carl. Carl's hometown, 
Birmingham. Birmingham, where Carl was born. And then he wanted to know if Carl was alright, if he'd made it 
to Heaven like he deserved. But he supposed that never ever knowing of Carl's true fate was part of his 
punishment. Eternal separation and all. If he never saw Carl again, Greg knew it would mean only something 


good. 


How unfair, though. He began a slow and cautious journey down the pile of debris, listening to a far-off echo of 
metal on metal, probably the work of demon smithies somewhere, their groans in their restless torment rising 
throughout the land of the Fallen One. How unfair. How unfair to be Carl now, to die at the peak of his fame 
and talent and beauty, not even a month older than twenty-two. Greg at least had made it to twenty-four. 
Where could he make a eulogy for him? How? Would he be allowed, here, to remember and honor anyone from 


his living days? 


His eyes had dropped to the scraps over which he steadily traversed. Wedged down in a pocket of melted and 
twisted steel, he found a shimmering golden thing, something tiny. Tiny and beautiful. He'd carry it with him as 
long as he could, he decided, in memory of the place in which he last could think of Carl in peace, and if he 

ever had to drop it, or surrender it, it would at least be in a place like to Carl's home. He stopped, bent down, 
and reached for it. The sun, whichever sun it may have been, glinted upon its surface when he rolled it to and 


fro between his fingers. He brought it up before his eyes. 
Greg watched his eyes widen in the reflection upon its golden surface. He was not in Hell. 


The object, he realized, was a little dresser drawer handle in the shape of a lion's head, the ring on which he 
could pull clamped in its gilt fangs. These had adorned the dresser drawers in the hotel suite, in his room and 
in Carl's and in Keith's. So he rose as quickly as he could to his feet and surveyed the wreckage once again, and 
the area around him, and he felt the air and his hunger and a trickle of something-blood, sweat, water from 
his hair, which only now did he realized had been soaking wet all along-down his neck. He read a street sign 
bent among the rubble off in a corner of it all. Whatever that distant moaning may have been, whatever that 


remote metallic clatter, however he'd arrived, this place was not Hell. Greg was standing amid the ruins of a 


New York City high-rise hotel in the middle of a street in Birmingham, England. 


He tucked the drawer-pull into his pocket. Forgetting for a moment his own incredulity at the situation in which 
he found himself, he had to start searching, immediately, for any sign of Carl or Keith. Even if he found only a 
corpse, he needed the closure. He kicked aside whichever scraps of metal he could move with his foot and toss 
aside the slippery and ocean-scented metal he could lift with his hands, and he dug, for as long as he could, 
keeping his eyes wide and his ears filtering out the sound of the debris shifting about. He had to listen for a 
call, or a cry, or anything other than metal. Listen for a voice. Dig for a body. Search. Somewhere he would 


find something. 


He didn't know how long he dug, though he couldn't have imagined it less than twenty aching and dirty minutes, 
before he heard something. A sputter. A very faint spitting noise, like a skeptical horse. He dropped the 
fragmented end of what he thought was a table and rushed to where he guessed the source to be. Before he 
arrived, a hand shot up through the rubble, and slats of it parted to the sides. Up Carl dragged himself, hair 


dark with ocean water and polka-dotted with dust from the broken walls. 


Greg let out some noise or another, whether he actually pronounced Carl's name or merely gasped, and lunged 
forth to take him by the arm and pull him the rest of the way out. "Carll" he finally knew he shouted. "Carl, 
are you alright!" 


"What happened?" Carl cried, an actual sob of a bark, tears welling in his huge round eyes. "What-Greg-" he 
stammered further, and before he could bring himself to continue, he tossed his arms around Greg's 


shoulders and pulled him into a tight embrace. Greg latched onto him in reply, not even thinking. 


After a moment he could feel Carl's labored breathing against him, and for a small while, Greg smiled that he 
could, that Carl was alive, and, save for his terror, seemed in fairly decent condition. But Carl's breaths turned 
to choking sobs, and he buried his face against Greg's neck, the absolute closest either of the two had ever 


come to the other, and cried there. 


Greg took to smoothing Carl's hair, every bit as wet as his own or as either of their outfits. The wave had hit 
them, to be sure, but it couldn't have brought their hotel out to sea and dragged it, through some of the 
tides, to the dead middle of England. How in the world had this happened? He thought of the lightning. Surely it 
had played some part, that massive tear of electricity that shot through the building in that last second. 


If it was electricity at all. The more answers he tried to find, the less he felt sure of anything more than Carl 
against him. He held onto him as tightly as he could, as if squeezing him would drain him of his tears and leave 
him the chirpy, bubbly, rainbow-dreaming young thing that Greg knew, and needed. 


"Where are we?" Carl asked, swallowing for the moment his cries. 
Greg took a deep breath. "Birmingham." 
Carl shook his head against Greg's shoulder, a silent and muffled denial. "We can't be!" 


"We're in Birmingham, Carl," he replied, trying as best he could to soften his voice to a murmur. "I don't know 


how we got here, but | know this is where we are." 


After a sniffle, Carl said nothing for quite some time, and he didn't move. He clung without cease to Greg's 
shoulders, and he let himself cry. And why would Greg stop him? What could he even do? Tell him it would be 
alright? Only Keith, wherever he was, could take a look around the detritus of a hotel, in the alarming silence 


of a factory town, an entire ocean away from where it should be, and tell Carl it would be alright: 


| am not Keith, Greg thought, and it occurred to him that next Carl would ask if he'd seen Keith, of if he knew 
where he was, and then both of them would wallow in their disappointment. Only Carl, he thought, had any 
right to wallow. Greg was not Keith, and Greg could not give Carl an answer that would cheer him, because 


Greg had just as much cynicism as Carl didn't: 


Deciding what to do gave Greg just as much time, though, it seemed, to do exactly what he should: Carl stayed 
in place for far longer than Greg would have expected him to, and he cried and he cried and he cried until he 
shriveled up and pulled away, his eyes red but finally exhausted of tears. They gazed at one another for nearly 


a minute without ceasing. 
Then, with his voice weak and distant, Carl said, "| knew I'd come home." 


"You did, didn't you?" Greg asked. He remembered the dream about which Carl had told him, though he doubted 
he'd told him the night before. How long ago was it? They couldn't have floated, though, he reminded himself. 
The hotel had landed here at least mostly whole. 


While he tried, again, to conjure up the mathematics and the logistics to determine how long they'd been in 
some manner of limbo, Greg found it harder and harder to think The frenzy to find his bandmates that had 
allowed his hearing to filter out all the tremulous white noise in the otherwise empty street had faded, and 
now the groaning he'd heard before seemed louder | his ears. Rather in a flash, Carl's posture straightened. 
Greg followed suit, and he caught sight of the fear that had returned to Carl's eyes, under which his lips had 
parted and his jaw slackened. He turned his head to follow Carl's line of sight. 


The moaning rose toward the two of them as a wall, a wall of lumbering, slow, decrepit bodies. Corpses, Greg 
thought, no matter how they moved. Corpses coming toward them, their flesh tattered and hanging every bit 
as much as their clothing. Carl's grip about Greg's wrists tightened, and before Greg could even begin to 
wonder how it had happened that the dead rose to assail them, Carl turned and yanked him away, sprinting and 
bounding across the mound of the shattered hotel. 


But not five steps into the run, Carl halted, and Greg came close to running straight into him, sending their 

bodies crashing together. More shuffling, groaning cadavers came toward them from the other side. The two 
of them froze in place, eyeing every possibly escape down the length of the street, and toward the bends in 
the road that led into alleys and intersections. From every outlet came a torrent of bodies, moving as if with 


one mind, rocking to and fro as they walked. One heavy, wavering footstep after another. 
"Greg." Carl murmured, his voice quaking. "..What are they going to do..?" 


Greg took a deep breath, surveying the onslaught of corpses surrounding them. Probably it would be his last 
such breath, so he tried to savor it, letting it fill his lungs almost over capacity. But the smell that came with 
it was of rotted flesh, an aroma he felt he could taste, and he winced, sputtered, and exhaled in one motion. It 
figured, he thought. He could use his last breath to tell Carl he loved him, or he could use it to gag on the 
odor of mobile and probably carnivorous dead bodies, and his body, naturally, opted for the latter. 


"They're just-going to-crash into each other, right..2" Carl whispered while he finished coughing, insisting with 
every syllable that passed his lips. 


After at last catching his breath, Greg shook his head. "I'm sure they will eventually.’ 


The bodies inched further and further to the pile of debris. The nearer they drew, the more their motions 
seemed to Greg to slow, and he wondered if indeed they weren't coming to some miraculous halt. But no, it 
was a trick of his mind; still he felt the beating of his heart, the beating of Carl's heart, with their chests 
pressed close and tight, and he could time the corpses’ steps to each thump. He would watch it as long as he 
could, and then, hopefully, perhaps by giving up or giving out, his heart would fail him, and he wouldn't have to 
suffer through being devoured. He'd let them take him before they took Carl. Horrible as the sight may be, if 
Carl were forced to watch him be rent apart and consumed, perhaps he'd get that chance at a coronary from 
fear, and he'd be the one to die without feeling the decimation of his physical being. The dead began to scale 
the debris. Greg closed his eyes and held Carl tight. 


Then from his feet to his ankles to his legs to his chest, Greg felt a rumbling, slow and light. His eyes opened, 


and the corpses began to stagger in their climb. He and Carl exchanged glances. 


'Is-is that an earthquake?" Carl asked. He looked down at the twisted scraps of metal below the two of them, 
nearly losing his balance as he did so. Greg caught him, though, and they propped themselves up against each 
other while the rumbling increased. Bits of metal and plaster careened down the side of the mound, tripping and 


knocking over the wayward dead in their path. 


If it was an earthquake, it came with the same lightning energy as the wave that had struck the hotel so 
many miles away. A fissure opened in the center of the pile of wreckage, and from it beamed upward and 
blade of light, thick around as a tree trunk and extending so high into the sky that even as Greg squinted 
upward to follow its path, he couldn't find its end. The brilliant blue dawn swallowed it in the heavens. 


Up from the wreckage and through the center of the beam of light came a figure. It held the definite shape 
of a man, but when it put its hands out to the side and the pillar of light faded, long strings dangled from its 
limbs and neck, and as Greg's eyes began to adjust to the shift in the light, he could see that in place of skin, 
the figure was coated, mostly, in a black kind of shining surface, dotted with small silver knobs and switches. 


A voice rang out from somewhere, hissing and metallic like a vengeful computer: "SYNTHESIZER STATE 
INITIALIZED. BEGIN PROGRAM: CLEAR WORKSPACE. ANNIHILATE." 


Carl squeezed Greg's hand. "Keith!" he said. 


Greg had no more than a second to study the figure before the wires that fell from its arms snapped free. 
Carl pulled him down low, and they lay as flat as they could atop the debris. From there, over the moaning of 
the oncoming corpses, who now moved about no more than a foot from Greg and Carl, he could get, at last, a 


good look at the man, or robot, or whatever he wanted to call it. 


Big thick belt over jeans, tall boots, white t-shirt, shaggy blond-brown hair? Keith, indeed. In some way, in some 
deeply-buried microchip, that was Keith sending wires not a thing unlike those of his precious Moog whipping 
out into the crowd of corpses. He swung the wires to aim for their heads. After the zapping blast that 


greeted each one upon contact, the bodies fell limp to the ground, twice dead. 


Keith's attack lasted no more than a minute, but Greg felt he watched each and every one with the wonder 
and attention he'd bestow upon the rising of the sun, and each seemed to last just as long. After that time 
was up, the dead lay strewn about, moving no more, and Keith retracted the wires back into his arms before 
letting them drop and hang at his sides. He stood motionless then, and a whistling sound zoomed and faded into 


the air, an oddly familiar noise. Greg had to think for a moment before realizing he did truly recognize it. 


With that screeching twirl of a resounding crescendo, Greg knew that Keith, by some chance every bit as 
bizarre and otherworldly as a ruined New York hotel landing in the zombie-infested street of Birmingham, had 


fused with the Moog he'd so desperately clung to even in the moment the wave and the lightning hit them. 


He stayed in place not thinking a thing. His brain fell absolutely silent, silent beyond anything he'd ever 
witnessed or experienced. Carl, at last, stood up and ran toward Keith, freeing Greg of his trance. Still, though, 


the question plagued him of how, and why, and what. Honestly, what? 


In the distance he heard Carl crying out Keith's name, and he blinked until he could bring himself to see Carl 
hugging Keith again and again. But Keith stood there, motionless, every bit as stiff as the hundreds of bodies 
laying in a massive circle around them. At length Greg pushed himself up and approached Carl, whose smile, he 
now realized, had passed beyond fading and now hung there, slack, as if his widened eyes wouldn't let it 
disappear. His face clung to his grin like a child to a doll. 


"Keith..?" Carl was saying. "Will you talk to me..? Please? Y-you're so quiet and-and | heard you speak, | know it 


was you, even through the... 


Slowly, as if approaching prey, Greg stalked around to Keith's front, and stood beside Carl. If any trace of 
doubt lingered within him that Keith had indeed become one with the synthesizer he so loved, it fluttered out 
of Greg's mind like a butterfly. His face had no more of the soft and imperfect blotching of pale human skin, 
but only a smooth and shiny white lacquering, decorated on either side by thick black horizontal stripes. Keys. 
Greg felt that if he pressed against one of the black lines, perhaps the one that ran across Keith's cheekbone, 


a note would sound out. 


In the middle of two such key stripes, Keith's eyes glowed a blank white. Greg could find not even a trace of 
dark pupil, let alone any hint of the pale blue he'd always known 


He'd never even quite realized he'd known the color of Keith's eyes until he could see only a bright white 


hollow, like the surface of the sun shining through a pinhole in a board. 


From the bottom of his line of vision Greg saw Carl's hands shoot out and seize Keith by the shoulders. He 
shook him, all the force in his body thrusting into the movement. "Keith!" Carl cried. "Keith, say something! Are 
you alright? What happened to you?" 


Greg stepped back. Something deep in the pit of his stomach surged both up and down through his entire body, 
guiding him to move, and he recognized it as he watched Carl shake and cry out. If Greg could have the words 


stolen from his thoughts at the sight of this, what kind of torment could have visited itself upon Carl? He 


couldn't even swallow the queasy ball of disbelief that loitered in his throat. 


"Keith, please!" Carl shouted. His voice rang clear and terrible throughout the street, almost, Greg thought, 
resonating off the windows of the buildings, where the sunrise grew and reflected and nearly blinded him. "| 
heard you just a second ago! Just talk! I's me, Carll Remember? Say something!" 


Then after long enough that the echo of his cries faded into the dawn around, Carl ceased shaking Keith. He 
stood there, just as motionless as Keith, arms hanging at his sides. They mirrored one another, Greg thought, 
a desperate and terrible mirror. Finally he felt he could at least step forth, even if he hadn't a clue which 


word to say first. He put his right foot out and let it land atop a plank of wood. 


But when he lifted his left foot, he had to stop again. Carl raised his balled fists before him and began banging 
on Keith's chest. Keith budged not an inch, nor lifted his hands, nor opened his mouth. He stood as rigid and 
cold as steel. And for the first time since he'd awoken, Greg felt a hot, heavy surge rush up behind his eyes, 
and watching Carl punch Keith again and again, with tears streaming down his face and his high voice raising to 


a terror of a scream, each word less comprehensible than the last, he felt ready to cry. 


He watched Carl finally give up his fight, his knuckles red, though thankfully not bleeding. Weeping, Carl dropped 
onto the debris pile and sat, locking his arms around Keith's knees. He pressed his forehead to Keith's thigh, 


where he let himself rest. 


"Stupid. Bloody git," Carl sobbed, words Greg felt certain he'd never heard in that voice before. "Stupid..Stupid 
Moog-Keith-" 


He fell silent. This, then, Greg imagined, was the situation: he had not awoken in Hell. He had awoken to the 
Apocalypse, and he and Carl and part of Keith's physical form would have to remain here to wait out the rest 
of it, riding along its tide as if it were some great wave made of blood and tears. Only this could bring Carl to 
such agony. He slogged through the wreckage and dropped onto the surface of it beside Carl, and just like the 
night before-he'd call it the night before, he decided, as it was the last night he remembered before this day 
commandeered his life-placed his hand on his back. Whether he actually cried or not, he couldn't tell. He felt 
nothing wet streaming down his face. But in hanging his head and keeping a light touch on Carl and listening to 
him cry again, he felt the relief of having done so. 


Then a sound, stilted though mellifluous that it existed to be heard, sounded out over their heads. "CARL 
PALMER, GREG LAKE: REGISTERED. ENTERING POWER SAVE MODE." 


That same fading whistle soared through the air as before, and Carl, at the sound of it, shot up to his feet. 
Greg looked up and found him wiping his tears away with one hand and hugging Keith with the other. 


"Keith!" he all but screamed aloud to every corner of the globe. "Keith, you spoke! | knew you would!" Beaming 
so brightly his teeth could have lit an orbiting planet, he looked down at Greg. "Did you hear him, Greg?" 


He could only nod. Perhaps the sluggishness still hadn't worn away from him, but he felt with some certainty 


that he couldn't have processed this turn of Carl's mood even in peak physical condition. 


Carl made another quick show of delighting in the still-unmoving Keith's robotic words, hugging him and 
crowding around him and latching onto him almost to the point that Greg wondered if he wouldn't surrender 
and actually plant a kiss on his lips. "I knew you'd talk to mel | knew you remembered me!" he kept saying. "I'm 
so happy, Keith, I'm so happy! Aren't you happy, Greg?" 


"Yes," Greg answered. Because for everything he'd seen, as riddled with fatigue as he was, as long as he got to 
see Carl smile with such frenzied glee one last time before the sun fizzled out and a round of the undead 


from which even a MoogKeith couldn't save them, he supposed he could call what he felt happiness. "Yes, l'm 
happy." 


"We're going to be alright," Carl said, tucking his face into the crook of Keith's key-striped neck. "We're going to 
be alright!" 


chapter eight 


Author's Notes: 
Wow, | thought | had this posted. Okay, well. | sure do now. 


Greg figured that the first and most logical order of business would be to abandon the scrap heap surrounded 
by hundreds of dead bodies. Carl, on the other hand, seemed perfectly content to stand in the middle of it with 
his arms latched around the shoulders of the mutated half-Moog half-Keith, so Greg decided that perhaps he 
could scour the wreckage for anything he could use as a weapon in the meantime. The more he looked around 
Birmingham the less he trusted it. He'd never been familiar with the city, and when his first visit in years 
jumped him with the walking dead, he decided, somewhere in the back of his head, that he'd rather not stay. 
The zombies had come from nowhere, out of the corners and the alleys up and down the street on which the 
hotel had crashed-all twelve stories of it, he guessed-so it wouldn't have surprised him in the least if hosts 


upon hosts of them came pouring out at any minute. He listened for moaning. 


Covering his nose with his shirt, he went about digging through the scraps. Here and there he pulled up a 
fragment of wood or metal with a sharp tip, and these he placed to his side in something of a ‘maybe' pile. 
None of them struck him the right way. Each had some flaw: too short, dented in the middle, bent, too burnt, 
too thin, too thick, too flimsy, too heavy. Most of them, though, just reminded him of the hotel, when it 
actually had been a hotel. 


What in the hell had happened? His head hissed the question every few seconds, it seemed. He remembered 
absolutely nothing between the time that wave came up and when he awoke amid the rubble. Something logical 
had to be behind it. But every time he thought, as he searched through the debris, of a scientific solution, he 
came up with some method of testing it that inevitably proved it false. For instance, they hadn't floated for 
weeks: his hair wasn't even a millimeter longer than it had been that last night. And neither he nor Carl had 
sprouted any excess facial hair, not that Greg had ever known Carl to possess the ability to grow any. 
Whatever had happened was something to do with that massive shock of lightning, and that, he was sure, 


hadn't come from any earthly, known source. 


He sighed. All that ever brought him out of his searching was a sigh or a murmur from Carl to MoogKeith, 
who still would neither move nor talk since "ENTERING POWER SAVE MODE" Carl went right on chattering at 
him like a doting babysitter. He wondered if he realized MoogKeith wouldn't hear a word he said. Or if Carl did 


realize, if he even cared. 


Moogkeith. Greg couldn't call him just plain old Keith anymore. Every time he glanced back and caught a glimpse 
of him behind Carl, he saw the keys on his face and the dials and knobs and wires on his arms and he knew it 
wasn't Keith Emerson anymore. Maybe tucked away far far underneath or programmed into one combination 
of those knobs, if they found the right frequency and modes to set him to, Keith would emerge. But that was 


not Keith, and Greg couldn't call him Keith. He was MoogKeith now, now and probably forever, unless by some 


miracle the light shone down upon Greg or Carl and bestowed one or the other with the knowledge of how to 


fix him. 


Or maybe that lightning bolt would hit the three of them again and Keith and his Moog would separate and 
everything would go right back to normal. Though Greg was certain he didn't want to have anything to do with 
that lightning bolt ever again. 


"Greg?" Carl called over to him, his voice light and soft as ever. "What are you doing?" 


"Finding something to protect us," he replied He wouldn't turn around. The less he looked over and saw Keith- 


MoogKeith-the better. 
"What for? We've got Keith, he'll save us! Just like he did! Isn't that right, Keith?" 
Nothing. 


Greg left the side of his Maybe Pile and strode a few feet away, further from the two of them. He plunked 
down where he estimated the eighth floor of the hotel had been and went right back to searching. He'd find 


something for Carl, too. 


Carl was approaching him. He could hear his steps, one after another kicking this or that fragment of wall or 
support beam to the side, and then the metal rolling and clinking down the side of the pile. "Greg, are you 
okay?" 


"| don't know, Carl, are you?" he snapped, turning and looking up just in time to watch whatever trace amounts 
of joy and confidence Carl had held in his eyes fade. It made a hot wave pass red and pulsating before his 
eyes, something about it, and as much as he tried, for a second, to silence himself and protect Carl from his 
wrath, he couldn't stop. "Do you realize what all has happened? Do you see there's bloody-dead bodies all over 
the place? That were just walking? And they were still dead then? Do you realize that Keith is bloody half his 


synthesizer now? Are you okay?" 


Carl backed away by only half of a footstep. For a considerable moment Greg assumed he'd unleash his third 
round of tears that morning, with the way his eyelids twitched and his lips curled into a frown Then, though, 
staring straight back down at Greg with his eyes narrowed, his hands coiled into fists, and he tightened his jaw. 
"Stop that." He glanced over at MoogKeith, then back down at Greg. "You just stop that right now. | know 
what's all around us. And that's so-that's so mean of you, Greg, to talk like that to the one person around 


who's able to say a word to you!" 
Greg's scorching anger abandoned him to frigid shame. There Carl stood over him and he looked up into his 
eyes, and they were still red from having cried so much, so many times, because of course he knew. Of 


course he understood. And of course he was right. 


If Carl, of all people, would admit that they only had each other now, Greg then saw no way they could try to 


understand what happened. Only deal with them. "I'm sorry, Carl," he said. 
"Its alright," Carl replied. 


Greg shook his head. "It really isn't. Nothing about this is alright, you know that. | don't think we should stay 


here and with..Keith the way he is, I'm not sure we should be relying on him to protect us. Do you see?" 


Carl bit his lip, and then he looked over toward where Greg had constructed his Maybe Pile. He nodded. "Yeah. 
Let me help." 


In relative peace, then, for a while they searched, and not long after they started, they each emerged from 
the ruins with suitable armaments: a long, pointed blade of steel for Greg and a heavier, uneven, slightly more 
elongated club of wood for Carl. They hoisted the weapons onto their shoulders and walked back over to 
MoogKeith, who stood still as ever. 


Whether he'd noticed it before or not, Greg tilted his head as he approached MoogKeith and gazed into his 
eyes. Before, when he'd moved and performed something that Greg could, in the spirit of generosity, call 
talking, they'd glowed just as bright white as that lightning. Now, though, they'd faded to dull black, two pits in 
the middle of his face that save for the light of the sun hitting the contours of his skin could have hid within 
the black stripes of the keys upon him. Power save mode, indeed. If Greg and Carl would need sleep, probably 
MoogKeith would need this. 


Beside him, Carl stood staring, too, into those black, empty eyes. His hands first faltered, then stiffened around 
his club, and his lips tightened. Without ever averting his gaze, he asked Greg, "Where should we go, then?" 


Greg shrugged. "I want to say London" And he truly did, but all around him, no matter what direction in which 
his focus fell, no matter how hard he tried to stay his eyes on Carl, in the background, always, were the fallen 
corpses. He could only look up to find a space in which they didn't lie, like a rotting warning. At one point earlier 
he'd tried to count how many bodies rested in the circle around them, and he'd lost count somewhere after a 
hundred, a mere fraction into the tally. What good would it be to head to London, to any city at all, if there 


was any chance it would provide a similar onslaught? 


But then again, what good would it be to head anywhere, if the rest of the population of Birmingham, scattered 
throughout the area, had fallen victim to the same fate? Greg sighed. "| think we should just focus on getting 
out of Birmingham first." 


"That's good," Carl replied, nodding. "I don't much feel like being here anymore." 


Greg let his fingers slide along the surface of his blade. "I'll let you lead the way, then. You're the hometown 


boy. 


With that, Carl placed his free hand on the back of MoogKeith's shoulder and tried to ease him along. "Let's go, 
Keith," he said, and began walking. 


A whirr buzzed through the air, and after a brief flicker of light in his eyes, MoogKeith's legs moved, and he 
followed behind Carl like a frail-kneed old dog, stilted and clumsy but with purpose. Greg jogged behind the two 
of them, and together they set toward weaving a path through the sea of cadavers on the ground. 


As he fought to dance around splayed legs and outstretched, inert arms, Greg listened for any sign of Carl's 
sweet little murmurs, or for MoogKeith's crackling, digitized utterances, but he heard nothing. Carl tiptoed 
from empty space to empty space in a silence Greg could almost see. He had his path picked out, and he would 
follow it for however long it took. 


And yet Greg couldn't help but wonder if Carl exactly knew where he was going. Anytime Carl went silent he 
had trouble deciding what to make of it. Sometimes it was an insecure silence, and others an ashamed one, and 
still others it seemed to indicate a kind of remote disbelief. There was no consistency in it. Greg couldn't 


understand for the life of him a single one of them. 


Only, he decided, deal with them. Deal with them, appreciate them, use them to allow himself a moment to 
think. Carl's mind, he had to admit, must have dealt in things that Greg would never know, that even Keith 


would never know, and that, perhaps, even Carl would never fully know. 


Soon the moat of bodies came to an end, and the three of them could walk on solid ground with regular 
footsteps. And on and on after that they walked, in absolute silence save for the sound of their steps, their 
breathing, and the breeze. Greg listened for moans, even for that dull, distant creaking that he supposed now 
came from the factories that had to be abandoned. But either the walking dead had stayed on to finish their 
shifts and hunt for victims off the clock or MoogKeith had slain them all. Greg stilled, once, at the sound of a 
twig snapping and falling from a tree in a garden in a median, but no corpse came lumbering toward them. 


There was nothing more in sight. 


Carl led them through the downtown area, through the diminishing suburbs, to the outskirts, and finally to the 
highway leading out of town without stopping or speaking. Then, rather all of a sudden, with the sun three 
hours past high noon at his back, his feet came to a dead halt, and MoogKeith stopped behind him, and Greg, 
too, at the very back. 


And Carl let loose with a laugh at the same time so sparkling and piercing that it echoed through the hills and 
farms just past the M42. Greg jumped at the first sound of it. 


"How silly of us!" Carl laughed. "We should've gotten food while we were still in town, huh? And now here we 


are!" 


For a second Greg felt hungry. Only a second. And then Carl turned around, and he laughed, still, but the 
daylight above betrayed a wet glimmer in his eyes, and he swung his club to the front and patted it in the 
palm of his hand. "Never you worry, Greg!" he said, grinning. He pointed toward a copse a short stride away. 


"You and Keith go over there, alright? I'll go find us something to eat!" 


Off he went. He ran, and Greg couldn't get himself to move, though he called after him, hoping for him to 
come back. His stomach stopped him from chasing him down. Walking the entire day with nothing to eat made 
him hit his limit, apparently, so he had no choice but to stand close by MoogKeith and watch Carl speed away, 
swinging his club wildly and almost beyond the limit of his grip, over a hill and toward a lonesome tree. Carl 
climbed it, still swishing his club about, and from that far away, Greg could still hear his manic, tearful 
laughter. 


About an hour later Carl returned hoarse-voiced and carrying, with a blank face that Greg could only read as 
remorseful, two dead crows, and he lay himself down in the shade immediately and fell asleep. He, too, had hit 
his limit. No wonder he needed to get out of the city. But Greg went and gathered some twigs from the 
ground and placed them in a little pile, and then dug his cigarette lighter, which still, by some miracle, worked, 
from his pocket, and made a fire. His eyes remained on Carl while he plucked the feathers from the crows, not 


the worst meal he could have hoped to prepare, but a definite step down from a slice of room service cake. 


And Carl slept. And Greg let him be. What more, he thought, could he have done? 


Greg did not know much more about Carl than how much he loved him. 


chapter nine 
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The drive up to Accrington would take somewhere around four or five hours. Jon sat in the passenger's seat, 
and he tried to get a look at the fuel gauge to calculate where they might inevitably find themselves stranded 
when it dropped to "E" But the sun glinted against the windshield and into his eyes, and he had no luck He 
settled into the seat. No one, it turned out, had slept well, and if even Bill could sleep wedged between Chris and 
Steve-Mr. Gibson in his lap like a baby on an airline flight-and their makeshift weapons then certainly Jon 


could. He had more than enough room in the front. 


At least he figured. But the glass of the window against which he rested his head gave him a bit of a 
throbbing headache, and no matter how he twisted or turned or angled himself, he could find no respite and 
even less rest. Even when he did manage to find some position he found suitable he couldn't keep his eyes 
closed, not with the sun where it dangled in the sky. So for a good long while he did nothing but watch the 


scenery. 


The countryside of southwestern England weren't all a charred wasteland. The further out they got from 
Steve's home the more greenery he saw, the more intact trees and brimming hedgerows they passed. Briefly 
it brought him to sit up straight, watchful for any signs of people or cars moving or healthy animals, but 
there was nothing. No other cars zoomed by on the highways, no tractors backed out of their farm sheds, no 
figures stirred from the houses that dotted the roadside to set about the day's labor. They traveled and 
smoke retreated from the sky. He cranked the window open and took a long, deep breath, letting the clean, cool 
atmosphere seep through his bloodstream, but it came with the knowledge that there were no humans and 
none of their machinery left to muddy it. The five of them in the Anglia passed alone so many miles of open 
fields, blossoming meadows, pebble-covered pathways, and full-bodied forests. 


He'd prayed for this, he thought. Just before he met Chris, in fact, he'd started to take notice, along with, it 
seemed, the collective consciousness of so many young humans, of the toll the development of technology took 
on the world he remembered from his first life as pristine. He'd prayed for the end of pollution, he'd prayed 
for the return of his pastoral youth in the elven lands, he'd prayed for man's cravings for domination over 
nature to, if not end, then balance with nature's craving for independence-he'd prayed to his ancestors and the 
High Ones to heed his calling and interfere, or at least offer him guidance in what he could do, but he never 
received an answer. He'd wanted for man and earth to embrace and now, perhaps, earth had taken his words 
so deeply to heart as to feel some ingrained upset. Had he, postilion of the sidhe, incited Mother Earth to 
deliver herself from humanity? How could he find the blue sky beautiful? Where lay the beauty in flowers 
along the highway that only they five would see? 


When Jon thought of this he glanced back at Chris and wished he would awaken, wished they would pull over 
so he could drag him away from the others and share words like they had the night before. Just before 
they'd fallen asleep once more, lying back on the couch and the chair trying to get their fingers to unravel 
from coiling around one another, Chris had whispered to him, "Even if it's just us, lim sure we'll manage.’ And 


Jon had to hold in a surge of tears that Chris would have heard and that would have woken everyone else up. 


Chris. Jon couldn't think of a time since they'd met that he hadn't been fascinated by him. Chris held for Jon 
the same kind of transfixing mystery as the sea: there was so much of him to see and yet even more that 
he couldn't, unfathomably more. Chris was melancholy, spent his time alone, lagged at the back of the group 
loping along slowly in spite of his legs, the longest of any of theirs, and spoke little. His eyes, so similar in shade 
to the ocean, deep and dark and somewhere between aquamarine and emerald, watched the interactions of 
others; he waited to comment upon them or add to them or join in, yet whenever he chose to do so he 
seemed to know exactly what to say and to whom to say it. He watched until he knew everything, and yet no 
one bothered to learn more about Chris than allowed them to say that he was slow or sleepy or, worst, 
torpid. 


But Jon had seen sides of Chris that sometimes he wanted to attribute to knowing him longer than anyone else 
in the current Yes roster. Chris had moments of astounding optimism, bordering almost on baseless pride, that 
nonetheless served to prick Jon up when he found himself failing. Sadness overtook Jon more often than 
anyone, he thought, understood, but Chris was always the only exception and the only one to cure it. Chris had 
boundless patience, especially for Jon, and never lost his temper with him so much as he let a lack of rest get 
the better of him and trip him into the midst of an argument. Jon then became a defender of Chris' heavy 
sleep schedule and long baths. Their disagreements weighed heavily on the both of them; Jon would walk away 
every time feeling somehow closer to tears than belligerence, a dull ache in his chest pushing him to walk 
away and try to remember the last time they'd exchanged kind words. And as soon as he sought to find Chris 
and apologize, Chris came to him and made up, one of the few speedy arrangements he ever made. When Chris 


said he was sorry Jon burst, nearly quivering, to tell him the same. 


This perhaps was how they had come to form what Bill sometimes referred to as their monarchical reign over 
the rest of them, likening them to a pair of betrothed monarchs on the warpath, King and Queen driving the 
Inquisition. Bill knew nothing and it saddened Jon for him, since he'd been with them nearly as long as they'd 
known one another. Thus far Jon was, and had always been, the only one to forge such a connection with Chris, 
bound though it was by something Jon conceived as like a spider's thread. He wondered why. He wondered if it 
was that melancholy mist that surrounded Chris that made him so often sick in stomach and chest and head 
in ways both wonderful and agonizing. But he felt that way, too, and maybe even more so when Chris was 
happy. He could remember no one from any of his previous lives that had induced in him such illness and such 


delight. Twelve centuries to find a Christopher Squire. There was so much about him that he loved. 


His body shivered all over as if yanked from the clutches of imminent death when he heard Rick halfway 


whisper to him, "Jon, I've never seen you so tense for so long." 


He looked over to find Rick glancing at him in return, if only intermittently while trying still to watch the road 
ahead. And Rick was smiling, though soon he laughed it off of his face. "Well," he added. "Never mind that it's 


the end times." 


Bless his heart, Jon thought. Bless his soul. He chuckled a bit, eyes turned toward his lap. "I'm surely glad, 
though, that you are ever the same, Ricky.’ 


He shrugged. "Not much else to do in these circumstances, huh? Unless maybe | can get my hands on a 
church organ Summon the Lord and ask him politely if he wouldn't mind explaining this, at least, if he won't 


turn everything back the way it was. Awfully frustrating not to know." 


Oh, how much Rick and the others didn't know, that they should be that much more frustrated! It made Jon 


stir in his seat. 


"The whole thing is troubling," Rick continued, quietly and huskily, as if inviting Jon into a conspiracy otherwise 
wholly operated by himself. 


"Very much so," Jon agreed, accepting. 


“There's not a thing of this that isn't troubling.” Rick had his eyes on the road and nothing but. "We're going to 


run out of petrol soon, probably in less than an hour. | don't know what we're going to do, Jon" 


Horrors! Jon thought. As if he had for himself an idea what they should do. He hung his head. Rick hadn't 
accused him of anything but the situation could leave him with nothing but guilt. He didn't know what do to. He, 
the supernatural being, didn't know where to begin in so clearly supernatural an event. And if Rick, sweet, 
honest, amiable Rick, not yet twenty-three, a baby in the eyes of the world that had forsaken him, was as 
close to tears as Jon fancied him, Jon could look at the road ahead with nothing but scorn. Take away the 


visions, he begged his ancestors, take away my heart from Lancashirel 

He charged himself with an impossible task there. Even Chris knew there was no separating Jon's heart from 
Lancashire. But why? He'd lived centuries without setting foot in those lands. Why now, in this life, did his heart 
bond to such a place? Was he to take his bandmates-his friends-by the hands and stroll with them into their 
final doom? 

He was an elf. He was an elf, not a demon. He was not a demon. 

‘lm sorry, Ricky," he murmured. 


"For what?" 


"For saying we should all up us to Lancashire," he said, breathing, deep until he gasped. "For stranding us, as 


surely we will be. For being so awful a little tyrant as I've been all these years. I'm sorry." 


The tires of the Anglia hummed down the highway, past the mottled grayish fields that could have, under 


better circumstances, been crops. Steve and Bill and Chris in the back breathed out their dreams. 


Rick took one hand from the steering wheel and dropped his palm onto the top of Jon's head, where he left it. 
"Napoleon," he began, smiling through it. "You know l'm not much of an idea man, right? | need something to go 
off of. Not creative for a musician, especially as trained as | am. Training comes to nothing sometimes. | didn't 
have any ideas as to what sort of thing | should play for my part when we were recording Fragile, remember? 


You had ‘We Have Heaven’ and it was just lovely. And | had to resort to old Brahms." 


"It was lovely, though," Jon argued. He sank away from his words in a moment, though. How warm, he thought, 


was that hand on his head. 


Rick grinned, half a laugh emerging along with it. "And then yesterday | didn't have any ideas, either, as to what 
we should do when we couldn't get a hold of anybody. So when you spoke up and suggested going to Lancashire 
| thought it was silly but | respected you that much more for at least producing something. | usually do feel 
like that. Your ideas might be ruddy preposterous but at least they're there. So | may not know what to do 
when we run out of petrol, but | know that if anybody will figure something out, itll be you. We need you. We 


always will." 


Jon settled there then, a smile warming his face, until a long time later when Rick finally took his hand from 
his head. They drove on. Half an hour past Bristol the Anglia coasted to a stop, exhausted of its petrol 
reserves. Nowhere on the empty road could Jon or Rick or the remaining waking three in the back see any 


other cars, even broken down, from which they could pilfer any fuel. 
"Lets get our necessaries, then," Jon said, still bright as a candle. "Looks as if we should take to walking." 


Offering yawns of protest that ultimately gave way to submission, the band gathered their packs of belongings 
from the trunk and from under their feet in the back of the car, hoisted them onto their backs or slung 
them onto their shoulders, and plodded down the road on foot, Jon at the front, Rick just behind him, Bill and 
Steve side-by-side, and Chris at the distant back. 


The first ten or fifteen minutes of walking passed in silence. Then with a groan and nothing in the vast, 
motionless, clear scenery that Jon, at least, saw fit to groan at, Bill adjusted the weight of his belongings on 


his back and asked, "How much bloody longer till we find a town, do you think?" 


"Please don't start already, Bill," Rick said. "You're a day older than me, I'm the baby here. Don't go on with 


your ‘are we there yet." 
Steve muttered behind a fist that hid his mouth. "Thornbury's north, if we turn off the road" 
"Can we turn off the road, then?" Bill asked. 


Rick looked over at Jon, who had slowed in order to turn and observe Bill. They exchanged tilts of their heads, 
and Rick answered him, "No, we're not turning off the road. We'll get lost more likely than not." 


"Then what are we going to do, stay in one of these houses?" He made a broad sweeping gesture with his hand 
but the only building in sight was a stable in a field, the manor to which it belonged either hidden in the woods 
or no longer in existence. By then they all had stopped. "What are we going to do when it gets to be night out? 
Or we get tired? What then?" 


What would happen then, apparently, was that a flock of crows rose up into the air from a cluster of trees in 
the field behind them. Thousands of them, thousands of crows in terror flapping their wings and fluttering up 


into the sky like a great curtain of sequins. Thousands of caws screaming from their throats. 


And then one massive black beak rose up from amid the trees, opened wide, and snapped shut, no mind paid to 
the last straggling birds that lingered within its reach. Up came the head, up came the neck. A pair of wings 
cast their shadow on the fields on either side of the trees. They flapped once, just enough to lift the bird, the 
size of a meadow, into the sky, its shadow falling onto the band watching wide-eyed and paralyzed below. 


"Run," Rick said, and they did. 


Abandoning the path of the road, they sped, too focused on moving to scream, into the adjacent field. Through 
this they aimed for the woods, but the giant crow, letting out a scream that sent at least Jon tripping 
momentarily for the reverberation of it, descended upon them with talons extended. A back claw nearly 
scraped Mr. Gibson, slung onto Steve's back, but he whipped him around to his front less than a second before 
the group all but somersaulted past the tree line and the crow swooped back upward into the sky. 


Though sheltered, they didn't stop running. Jon had just regained his footing after stumbling along for several 
yards when he felt a hand circle around his wrist. He turned to look back, adrenaline blurring his line of sight. 
Chris had slung his trident over his shoulder and reached out to hold onto him, steadying him as they both 


ran. 
"Are you okay?" he asked. 


Jon's footfalls passed with greater ease, more and more even. Above, the crow squawked. To pass the time 
until the echo faded, Jon slipped his wrist free in order to wrap his fingers around Chris’ hand. 


"Are you?" he asked. 


Chris neither nodded nor shook his head. He smiled, his speed picking up until after only a few paces he and Jon 
ran evenly alongside each other, and after a few more, he was in front of him. And then when the crow 
appeared in the sky over them again, he halted, flung Jon forward, sent him into Rick's arms, and turned 


around. 


Everyone sent him over to Rick, always! Jon cried out Chris! name but received no answer, just a view of him 
running towards the advancing and descending crow, his trident in his arms. Rick dove to the ground then, Jon 


falling with him. 


"Let me gol" he cried, but the crow screeched and masked his voice and Rick held him tightly against the leaf- 
carpeted forest floor. 


After a moment, however, Rick allowed him to sit up, and he went along with him. The shadow of the crow had 
come and gone, but the bird itself was in the act of swooping in an immense circle high up in the sky. It would 
return. In the meantime Chris was, for whatever reason, climbing a tree, and Bill and Steve were following 
behind him, but they stayed on the ground. Jon called out Chris' name again, trying to get to his feet, but 
before he could, Rick stood up, and he grabbed Jon by the waist and flung him over his shoulder like a sleeping 
bag. 


"It'll be fine, Jon," he said "We have to go." 


With another caw the crow came back down toward Bill and Steve and Chris, while Jon tried to steady himself 
within Rick's grasp. In an effort to stay perfectly honest with himself and calm, additionally, he tried to remind 
himself that yes, this is what happens when you're such a tiny fellow in a band full of giants, but it did 
nothing for his nerves. And of all the times for him to do so, when he absolutely would be caught in the act, 
now, at last, he could think of some spells he could cast to shrink the crow back down to size, or to paralyze 
it, or to cloak everyone in the band in a veil of invisibility. He couldn't call upon the knowledge of the sidhe in 
this situation. Chris kept on climbing the tree and, far underneath, Steve and Bill tried to whack at the crow's 


foot every time it swooped down upon them. 
"We're leaving them!" Jon cried. 


"No, we're not," Rick answered. He took a sharp turn to the left, and, huffing, added with a laugh, "You forgot 


your broom, you know!" 


The crow let out a squawk that drowned out any attempt Jon may have made to think his way through this. 
He had to cover his ears to muffle the sound, his eyes shutting tight in recoil When he opened them again he 
and Rick had traveled far out of the view of the others, but the crow rose up into the sky. 


And it headed toward them. 


They turned, swerving everywhere they could, until the way through the woods gave way to a hill. Instead of 
ascending it, at the first feel of an incline, Rick turned to the right, stiffened his grip on Jon, and dove toward 
a patch of bushes. They pulled themselves up to sitting, Rick not even bothering to pull the leaves and burs 
from his hair. He put his hands on Jon's shoulders. He said, "Stay here, I'm going up." 


"What?" Jon squeaked, but before he finished even that one syllable Rick had already stood. He drew the 
butcher's knife from his belt loop and admonished Jon by pointing his finger toward him. 


"Stay here," he repeated, and he took off up the side of the hill, the crow's shadow falling over him the 
moment Jon peeked out from behind the bush to watch him. 


Up at the summit, Rick followed the circular path of the crow by turning his whole body along with it. Jon 
thought he must have been getting dizzy, but at a sudden and apparently precise moment he threw his arm 
back and sent the knife shooting through the air like a dart. A second later the crow squawked in agony, and 
though it faltered and had to flap to regain its course, it kept flying. 


Jon scurried back into the shade of the bush, his back pressed against the side of the hill. The crow knew 
they could-and would-hurt it now, the poor beast, and he didn't want it to see him or any of them and come 
down to return the favor. He had huddled into a ball not much bigger than a tangle of tumbleweed when Rick 


came back down carrying a long, pointed, gnarled stick in his hands. He knelt before Jon. 
"Stay here, okay?" he said. "You're going to be fine here. You don't have to worry about anything.’ 
"What?" he asked again, a frailer imitation of his frail previous attempt. "However do you know that?" 


Rick closed his eyes, waved his hands before him in a supplicating him not to take offense. "I'm telling you, Jon, 
if you stay here you'll be perfectly safe. Just trust me. Do you trust me?" 


"0-of course | trust you." He trembled anyway. 


‘lm going to get everyone else and we're going to take that thing down. Look" He leaned the stick against the 
wall of rock at Jon's back and extended his arms. Jon threw his fear and confusion and frustration away when 


he threw himself into them. 


Rick chuckled softly into his ear. "If the Fish can climb a tree for you | can tell you you're going to be fine and 


mean it." 
Swearing by the Fish. Of course. Jon sighed out a laugh. "Go then. | shan't wish to keep you." 


They parted. Rick reclaimed the stick and headed back up the hill. In the distance the crow screamed again, in 
pain again, and Jon cowered to try to drown it out again 


He thought about the old days. "Old days," everything that had been their lives up until the day before 
yesterday. He could have reincarnated himself five times over in such a span. "Old days," where the five of 
them were just about to record an album and they had gone on tours and they were just on the verge of 
being something absolutely enormous. They were brimming with ideas and energy and sometimes they even 
liked each other more often than they didn't. He almost forgot, most days, that this was only one life among 
many that he'd lived, and for all he knew it would end and hundreds of others would follow, and like a few 
other lives in the past, he might even forget it. 


He didn't want to forget anything about this life, even this part of it. He had such good friends here, for all 
their arguing. Something about all of them, something about the way he felt every day that he spent with 
them made him so happy. He liked Rick, of course, for how fun he was and how he always took care of 


everyone else's feelings. He liked Steve, for being so patient with him and with everybody else. He liked Bill, for 


exactly the reasons Chris had mentioned when they'd spoken the night before, and of course, he dared to feel 
a throb for a second, that more than anyone, he liked Chris. He liked Chris so much. He realized when he went 
to review why that he'd already done so that day, and he wondered, suddenly, why he was thinking about Chris 
again. Why did he think about Chris so much? Other than how fond of him he was. Always reasonable, he 
figured. 


But still. 


He hoped Chris was doing alright. He fought over the anguishing screams of the crow to imagine that Chris 
was fine and he was only defending himself, defending the lot of them, from death at the jaw of a creature 
that did not know what it was doing. If he could just climb the hill he might be able to get a view of Chris and 
blow a kiss his way that contained a zephyr of luck, but he felt, somehow, that he shouldn't leave, since Rick 
had been so kind with him, and it wasn't so much that he might be cross with him if he discovered he'd 
moved but more that Jon would have seemed unappreciative of him, which he absolutely didn't want. Jon 


appreciated Rick. 


He appreciated him as much as he liked Chris. Though neither ‘appreciated’ nor ‘liked’ quite worked to his liking, 
to the agreement of his feelings. What words could he use? 


He heard footsteps crunching through the leaves. The squawking, he realized, had died down long before. A tall 
shadow stepped into his view and he knew, then, that he could stand and reveal himself. 


"Jon?" Steve's voice called. 

Then Bill's asked the same, and Chris’, and finally Rick said, "He's right here," and the four of them approached 
Jon from behind. He whirled around and ran to them, bringing all four of them as best he could into his 
embrace, muffling his face in someone's chest and in that moment it didn't matter whose it was, as long as 
they all were safe and he was safe and they all could be together again. Everyone crowded around Jon to 
return the hug. 


Bill said, "| have no idea where we are." 


Jon said, "You're alive. You're alive. You're alive." 


chapter ten 


"You know," Rick said, leaning against a tree in the third clearing the band had stumbled upon in one day. "How 
they say ‘as the crow flies..'2" 


Though he heard the others groan, Jon didn't. He needed to hear someone remaining positive, if only for a 
moment. He plunked down near Rick's feet, his face collapsing into his hands to hide a smile that clearly no one 
shared. Chris, Bill, and Steve had slain the giant crow but it had chased them into the woods in such loops and 
for so long that they hadn't been able to find the road again. A few times they'd stumbled out of the woods 
and into a field, but it was never the field they needed, the field they missed. Bill tried to insist that every 
house they glimpsed was the one they'd passed before the crow came along, but every excursion to these 
houses proved him wrong. The one road they found dissolved into a cobblestone walkway leading up to a 
farmhouse, kept guard by two silos and back by a barn, red as a scab. They would not go any further down 
that road. Without even having to speak the words, they had agreed long ago: no more barns. 


They had been walking like this for a week. 


As he sat, Jon glamoured the pain from his feet. Would that he could take the veil away and let his wings 
carry him through the woods. But he looked from one of his bandmates to the next and frowned for them. If 
he could impart his healing abilities on their surely far more aching feet he would. With a whisper in an ancient 
Tongue he healed himself easily enough. They, though, had to rest, and even afterward felt the burn all 
through the following day. None of them were used to walking such distances and for such a long time-they 
were musicians, not athletes. Though Jon, now, thought it strange to even deem all of them musicians. The 
odds that they'd ever tour or record again were slim to none. Even if they could gather all their instruments 
again, rewire the whole world to power them, and sit together to write, he doubted they'd come up with the 
positive, dreamy, major-key arrangements that made them Yes. They had to live day-to-day now. Keep walking 
and keep hoping, so maybe, he thought, there still was something of their ethos lingering inside all of them. 


They were hungry, too, though. And the hungrier they got the deeper they fell into regret, and then anguish. 
Three days after the crow chased them off-course they found yet another house that Bill insisted they'd 
seen. The afternoon was just giving way to evening. Even Jon couldn't magick all of his fatigue away, and then, 
like now, he despaired for his mortal friends, so he said nothing when Rick snapped at Bill that for the last 
bloody time they've never seen this place before so quit telling us that and keep your false hope to yourself, 
I'm too knackered for this. They'd had to leave a good bit of food Anglia because they realized they couldn't 
carry it, and then had lost even more in escaping from the crow, as some of it had fallen from their packs as 
they ran. So, Bill insisted, he didn't care if they hadn't seen this house before. They needed to rest and they 
needed food, and if there were zombies in there, or monsters, or whatever else, who bloody cared? Then 
they'd die quickly instead of slowly and in agony from exhaustion and starvation. They could bolt through the 
house and gut it of supplies at the very least. Spend a night there if they were lucky. He doubted they'd be 
kicked to the curb even if the very unlikely event passed that an actual living being caught them trespassing. 
At least they'd find another person then, and given the circumstances, the homeowner would probably welcome 


them in. 


Jon heard Chris sigh behind him, then pick up his trident and his pace and march on past Bill toward the house. 
Bill had had a good idea; Jon knew because Chris knew. And though Rick and Steve wouldn't follow Chris alone, 
or Bill alone, if Jon followed one or the other, they'd all fall in line. So forth he went, and forth the rest went. 


They crept into the house with their weapons at the ready, Rick holding his arm around Jon's shoulders to 
bring him close to his side. But Jon watched only Chris' motions. Hadn't he said that he would protect Jon? 
Why then did Rick take him aside so often, lead him along, hoist him onto his shoulders, carry him about and 
guard him like some kind of child bride? 


But he'd learned that Chris had been the one to kill the crow. Downed it with a jab of his trident through its 


neck. Saving everyone saved Jon. Still didn't explain Rick's doings. 


They decided to split up and explore the house. Bill went into the dining room and would continue on to the 
living room while Chris and Steve went upstairs and Rick and Jon stayed in the kitchen to loot it. 


The pantries were stocked for a small family. Rick contented himself to remove an entire outfit of his from 
his pack and replace it with as much food as made sense to carry. But while Jon passed by a ceramic bowl full 
of browning bananas and untouched oranges, he wondered what type of family lived here. Did they have 
children? What did the owners do for a living? What church did they attend, if any, or were they, like him, so 
inclined toward the search for a proper path, given that there were so many, that they couldn't find one to 


follow exclusively? 


And what had this rapture done to them? He picked up an orange, found the shadow of his silhouette reflected 
in it. Someone, only a few days earlier, had planned to eat it, had probably plucked it from a pile at the market 
and gazed at its surface just like this. If they were, by some chance, just out of the house for a moment, 
surely they'd come back and want their orange! How nice it would be, then, to be called a thief. 


But they weren't here. Nobody was anywhere. That was entirely the reason they'd stolen away to this house, 
Jon reminded himself. So with a deep breath he made himself put the orange in his pack, the others following 
after. 


The last one dropped from his hand when Jon heard Bill screaming. 


Abandoning the thought of scavenging, Jon and Rick both tore through the dining room and into the living room. 
There they found Bill, wild-eyed, again and again lifting his hoe into the air and sending it crashing into a figure 
in the recliner. Rick threw his arm out to hold Jon back and cried out Bill's name while Chris and Steve's 
footsteps thundered down the stairs. Chris rushed toward him after pausing at the foot of the staircase for a 
second. He took the hoe by the handle and wrestled it from Bills hands, but Bill didn't notice until he'd already 


swung his phantom weapon down on his enemy two or three more times. 


"Bill, Bill, Bill, hey, he's dead! He's dead!" Chris shouted, grabbing Bill by the collar of his t-shirt and turning him 


around. "You got him, okay?!" 


They all saw the tears in Bill's eyes when he screamed, "Get away from me, Fish!" He yanked himself free and 
stomped to the front door. He told them when he opened it, panting through his words, "Get everything you 
can. I'll be out here" And through the screen they all could see him standing just beyond the door, on the 
steps leading up to the house, holding himself as if braced against a fierce chill, his shadow disappearing as 
night inched upon the land. 


Only after Bill had gone could they all gather round and inspect what he'd attacked. There slumping from the 
recliner like a tongue dangling from a dog's mouth was the corpse of a man, blue-skinned and clad in striped 
pajamas and slippers. With the hoe, Bill had chopped off a hand and nearly severed an entire leg from the thigh 
down, but the blow that prevented the undead man from attacking them had split his skull in two, a sight that, 
the moment they all recognized it, forced them to whirl around away from it in disgust, in horror, in pity. For 
his part Jon tramped back into the kitchen, finished gathering whatever else he could, and moved to head 
outside to join Bill 


Chris caught him before he reached the door. He'd propped Bill's hoe up against a wall, so he could without a 
problem hold Jon in his arms, resting his chin atop Jon's head. 


‘Its okay," he murmured, rocking him. "It's okay. He saved us. He saved us. He would have gotten to you and 


Rick first. Bill saved us. We have to survive, Jon" 


Impatiently Jon insisted that he knew, and the words became muffled against Chris’ collarbones. But that space 


was warm, so warm, the warmest thing Jon thought he'd ever felt, at least in this life, and so he didn't move. 


They would have stayed in that house were it not for the zombie, no matter how Bill had defeated it. But its 
spectre loomed too heavily in the rooms, weighed the shadows down so they smothered them, and they 

couldn't. However they did stay in the next house they came to, an old brick one they passed after spending 
another cold night in the woods. This house wasn't stocked as well but it wasn't entirely empty, either, and it 
had three bedrooms and a nice couch for them to sleep on. The first of such a kind since they'd left Steve's 


house. A marvel, now. 
"Just like on tour, huh?" Rick said. "| don't mind a couch, though. I'll sleep here." 


A short exchange followed wherein Steve suggested that in that case either Bill or Chris should stay with the 
unarmed Jon in case something should attack in the night. Jon looked to Chris, who at first seemed ready to 
volunteer for the position that, if he were serious about offering Jon protection, he'd take, but Chris turned 


instead to Bill 
And Bill said he'd do it. Calmly, at that. 
Jon couldn't remember the last time he'd gone to bed not just frustrated, but angry at Chris. It seemed so 


trivial, all the reasons he'd done so in the past. But he couldn't figure out why this instance upset him so 


much, either. What did it matter that he had to share a room with Bill and not Chris? He lay there fuming 


anyway. 


How appropriate that he should share a room with Bill, he thought. He could turn to him at any moment and 
they could commiserate. Bill was awake. He saw Jon looking at him, and for a while they held their eyes on one 


another. 
Then Bill said, "| didn't know he was a zombie." 
Jon, slowly, pushed himself up to sit. "What..?" 


"| just saw someone there, in the seat," he explained. "I didn't know until I'd already hit him a few times that he 


was already—that he was-undead." 


So this, Jon felt more than thought, was why Chris had Bill stay with him. For Bill's own sake. Bill wouldn't 
confess anything to any of them and he needed to. Needed to rid himself of the thoughts and replace them 


with something only the compassionate and imaginative Jon could offer. 


A foolish thing to believe. Jon's only idea of a response was what Chris had told him. "You saved us." Because 
that was what Jon believed. He lay an arm across Bill's chest as he settled back along his side. "You were 


scared, but you saved us all” 
"| was scared," Bill parroted. "| was scared." 


They slept that night clinging tightly to one another. Under these conditions no one would care if they walked in 
in the morning and saw their bodies tangled together under the sheets. Bill needed it. He had no idea how deeply 
everyone cared for him, how much they liked him, and Jon couldn't imagine how lonely that must have made 
him feel, every single day. He snuck a consolatory kiss onto Bill's forehead once he was sure he'd fallen asleep, 


glamouring a good dream into his head. 
In the morning Bill said that he'd dreamt about Jon. 


Ever since then, though, they drifted. They hadn't mean to keep at a distance, but Jon supposed they hadn't 
exactly agreed to keep closer, either. Things went back, more or less, to normal. Maybe they almost forgot, a 
little, that night they'd shared a room. But Bill was a bit more cautious, and when they came up against a 
riverbank teeming with acidic water or a cave of undead dogs or a caravan of zombies—human ones-he was 


just as swift and ferocious and tenacious as ever in helping to bring them down. 
And it was Bill, now, who said to them all, "We should get some dinner going before its too dark." 


It was true, the sky was every second deepening, blue to black. Steve and Bill readied their shovel and hoe, Rick 
took off with his stick that he absolutely would not let go of toward the field that lay through the woods on 
the far side of the clearing, where they all supposed they'd make camp for the night. Jon followed Chris to the 
edge of a winding creek 


Since Jon still had found nothing to replace the-admittedly useless anyway-broom, his job became foraging. He 
was at least good at it. Never mind that he'd picked up his skills a millennium and a half ago. As long as 
everyone continued not to ask him how he knew which berries and mushrooms weren't toxic and went right on 


putting their faith in him, he gladly performed his job. 


And plants, anyway, liked to grow close to water, where Chris used his trident for spear-fishing. Or tried to. 
Some outings, as were the course of things, less successful than others. Regardless Jon got to stay by him-a 
wonderful thing now that he felt more reconciled toward him-even if they both had to stay quiet so as not to 
scare off any fish. They communicated with glances and smiles. Just the two of them and the flow of the 


creek, 


It had troubled Jon at first, how cannibalistic Chris‘ job was. The Fish fishing. Of course Bill had suggested it 
and had a field day when Chris agreed to it. But it didn't trouble him anywhere near as much as did everyone's 
forced consumption of meat for the sake of survival. Up until the apocalypse Jon had been a very good boy 
about abstaining, and after having spent so many lifetimes omnivorous, he found himself rejoicing in the return 
to his vegetarian diet, the way of any proper elf. He was one with nature again, a friend to the animals, as 
reverent of Mother Earth as he should be if he were about to call upon her for his needs when he cast spells 


or glamoured this or that into something for his own use. One with nature, yes. 


Being one with nature didn't stop him from bringing Chris into view. In fact it encouraged him to, he thought. 
Chris stood on a boulder by the creek, holding the trident at the ready to spear, not with his head bowed 
down toward the water, but looking down at it with only his eyes. Tall and gaunt as the trees among which he 
stood. Hair the color of bark, eyes the color of the forest reflected in the running water. Like the leaves 


clinging to the branches, only his hair rustled in the breeze. Chris was just as much a part of nature as.. 


He jabbed the trident into the creek with a splash that echoed through the woods. Jon ran through a prayer 
for the squirming fish impaled on the tines, supposing that he really wasn't as close to remembering what it 
was Chris reminded him of as he thought. He probably wouldn't have remembered even if his train of thought 
hadn't been interrupted 


Goodness, it would bother him, though. 


Chris turned to deposit the fish into a canvas bag he'd picked up at the second house they'd occupied, so Jon 
figured he should turn back to his work. There were rosehip berries nearby, and only Jon could pick them. he 
had to tear himself from the view of Chris, his limbs thin but sturdy like branches, silhouetted along with 
trees against the setting sun. It made him ache, either the retreat or the sight. 


When he found the berry bush he was far enough away from Chris not to be tempted again to look at him 
and close enough to the edge of a hill where, at the top, Bill and Steve had set up a watch for wildlife. They 
were huddled on the side around the curve of it, so Jon couldn't see them, but their voices skated down the 


slope and landed near Jon only in muffled murmurs. 


‘Its terrible that we have to do this," Steve was saying, and Jon agreed. "It'd been years since the last time | 
ate meat before all this." 


"| know," Bill replied. "But you want to live, dont you?" 


"| want the animals to live, too." Steve added something to this, but it came masked within a sigh, so Jon 


couldn't make it out. 
He heard Bill say yeah. Then, "Everybody but Rick” 


‘lm not saying that," Steve sounded less frustrated than supplicating. "I like him. | like Jon and Chris, too. | like 
all of you." 


"You like me?" Bill asked. 


Steve's reply jumped in volume. "Of course | like you!" And then it dropped again so that Jon had to slow his 
progress in plucking the berries in order to hear him. "I like you a lot, Bill. | really like you." 


"I like you, too, Steve," Bill said, and then nothing for a beat. "It's nice to hear that. That someone likes me." 
"Do you think we don't like you?" 

"No. | don't know. Chris doesn't. | don't think Jon likes me very much. Rick thinks I'm stupid.” 

If only Jon could have persuaded himself to call up to him to refute him. 

"No he doesn't," Steve said. "No one thinks you're stupid." 

"Jon still doesn't like me." 

But he had to allow them quiet, just like for Chris with the fish. 

"He thinks l'm a child" 

This was eavesdropping, though, and he tried not to listen, but then he heard a rustling of leaves, as if Steve 
were moving about in place, and though it silenced the beginning of Steve's reply, Jon wouldn't have been able 
to escape hearing the rest no matter how he tried. "..so fixated on Jon?" Steve said. "He likes you! | like you! 
We all like you!" 


"Chris doesn't." 


"That's because you don't like Chris!" 


"| want Jon to like me." 
In the silence that followed Jon dropped every rosehip berry he held to the forest floor. 


His brows knitted. He would have taken the path around and up the hill and told Bill to his face that he didn't 
have to worry, because yes, of course he liked him, quite a lot, in fact, not that it should matter that he liked 
him so much because everyone did, all of them, especially Steve, and if he had to kiss his stupid petulant 
forehead and give him an enchanted dream again to prove it, he would have done that, too. Really, Bill. He would 


have. 


He absolutely would have, but then he heard, over the crunch of feet tearing toward him through the woods, 
Bill saying, "What in the bloody hell is the Fish doing?" 


At this Jon's attention zipped from the smog of their conversation to the spot further up the creek where 
he'd left Chris. Yet before he could focus his vision up came Chris, hauling himself through the woods and 
down toward him, a bit clumsily, with his arms barely steadying his descent down the little slope where Jon 
stood, yet still running as fast as he could. He held his trident in one hand and nothing in the other. He'd left 
the bag with the fish in it. 


"Christopher?" Jon asked, jogging the few feet that remained toward him. "What's going on, are you-" 


"-Jon, | need you to come with me," Chris said, placing his hands on Jon's shoulders and stooping to level their 
eyes. Jon heard then, over his frantic plea, a loudening, slow crunch of leaves and Steve's voice echoing down 
the hill, calling Chris‘ name, but he still kept his focus on Chris' eyes. The dying sighs of daylight caught them 


and gave them a glimmer that struck Jon still. 
"What-why?" he stammered. "Something's-" 


"-More of them," Chris said He grabbed Jon by the arm and took off running again, toward the top of the hill 


to join Bill and Steve, who had at some point stood and were now heading towards them. 


More of them. By the time they all were standing on the side of the hill Jon could see what Chris meant. A 
platoon of the undead trudged toward them from the line where the forest met the field A few stragglers 
tripped into the creek but it made no difference in their number-there had to be hundreds of them, the 
population of a very small town. They appeared only as shadows, but they came in different sizes, different 
shapes-man, woman, and to their horror, child-and had no intention of stopping. They moaned, the echoes 


stacking atop one another the closer they drew. 


Jon couldn't tell how long the four of them had been huddling so close to each other that they approached a 
group hug, but it broke as soon as all of them heard a faster set of footsteps barreling through the woods. 
Rick apparently had rounded the hill and come up from behind, and he held his hands on his knees to catch his 
breath, still clutching that gnarled stick of his. 


"This is probably my fault," he said 
Bill broke away from the rest of them first, taking one step toward him. "How is it your fault?" 


Rick seemed to think for a moment. In the process he threw a glance at the stick. "You know what, it doesn't 
really matter why," he answered. "Let's just say we're probably better off staying in the woods, after all. Why 


don't we run?" 


Jon, along with what he thought was the rest of them, turned to speed behind Rick back into the woods and 
beat the living corpses to wherever they could, but something held him back, so he stopped in his tracks and 
looked back. 


‘tim not going to run," Chris said. 
The others slowed to a stop. 


Jon tried to search for anywhere he could hold his eyes, anywhere that didn't hold a view of Chris' motionless 
shadow in the darkening woods or the buzzing horde of zombies plodding toward them, closer every second. He 
thought the sight ultimately a stupid one, a reckless one, not one that he'd ever want to hold in his mind for 
the rest of this life, if it came down to it, as his last ever of Chris. He spat out a useless "but" and heard it 


splat against the air like a fly against a moving car. 


"Where are we going to run to?" Chris asked. He held his arm out, the free one, and signaled toward the 
undead. "They can probably chase after us for days if they want to, but we're going to need to rest, and even 
if we find some place to do that, what are we going to do? Stay there forever? Just waste away there? We 
all can't bloody run" Even in the dark, even from several feets distance, Jon could tell, then, that Chris zeroed 
in on him. "You lot run if you want to," he continued. "But I'm going to stay here and take down as many of 


these things as | can. Protect you. Go ahead and call me stupid if you want." 


Nothing but the mindless groans of the moving corpses and the shuffle of their feet through the leaves 
sounded through the woods then for quite some time. 


In his previous lives Jon had heard the words of martyrs and knew them now when he heard them. Chris, he 
thought, was about as stupid as he was wonderful, but if anyone knew that stupid and wonderful were one and 
the same, it was Chris. He broke the silence by stepping toward him and wrapping his arms around his waist, 
pressing his forehead against his chest. He said, "You're not getting a chance to go and do that to me, you 
stupid, stupid man." 


He wanted to be able to say he felt Chris beginning to raise his arms to wrap them around him, but Chris 
halted when Bill stepped forward, too. "Well," he said. "If the Fish is the one who's going to stay and fight, we 


don't have a chance. l'll stay." 


"lve got a weapon," Steve added. "I might as well, then, too." 


From the back Rick's voice joined them, as well. "Thanks for the guilt trip, gentlemen. Let's get this over with." 


Together they all turned to face the oncoming wave of zombies, five men against at least an entire 
neighborhood. Chris in the last moment before they set off down the hill leaned toward Jon and whispered, 


"You're even stupider than | am." 
And Jon replied, "What a lovely thing for you to say." 
"Stay with me," Chris said. And Jon nodded, 


Luckily for the five of them the undead were slow-moving, unwilling to do much really to attack other than 
approach, grab, and try to bite, but the sheer number of them proved daunting. They pushed them back up 
the hill and then down the other side. A hack from Bill's hoe could sever a hand but then wheeling around 
revealed five more drawing near, hydra-like in the ferocity of their quantity. And in the dark, aiming for and 
successfully destroying a head-a head that had once been perfectly normal, perfectly docile, perfectly human- 
became a matter of swinging and hoping. The onset of night, at least, made it so that they didn't have to close 


their eyes in order to protect their consciences. 


With the exception of Jon He followed behind Chris, at times clinging to the hem of his shirt, just trying to 
stay out of the way of both his trident and of the zombies, feeling like little more than a bur, an annoyance. 
But Chris checked on him whenever he had a moment to take a breath, as if making sure Jon was still doing 
alright was more important to him than steadying his respiration. Finally protecting him, finally making good on 
his word, with an air of honor that suggested he'd been waiting for such an opportunity. As best as he could 
with monosyllabic replies, Jon let him know that he could stay out of harm's way well enough. However being 
caught in the midst of slaughter that he could swear he could prevent if he just thought hard enough about 
how left him in a state of frantic melancholy. When he heard the points of the trident breaking skin he winced 
and let go of Chris but at the sound of his voice he grabbed back on, clinging fiercely to actual life. 


And no matter how many they killed-killed again, Jon wanted to call it-there were so many of them that they 
continued backing them up, farther and farther into the woods. It didn't matter how easy they were to kil 
when there were so many of them to do it to. Some of them that they thought they'd killed even pulled 
themselves right back up and came toward them once again. For every kill each one of them made there were 


three more bodies lumbering toward them, almost, Jon imagined, longing for their second and final death. 


It was strange, the looks they had in their eyes, if, of course, they still had any. The eyeballs were glazed 
over, the skin rotting away, features barely discernible amid decay, but he swore he saw pain in them, despair, 
anguish, as if they retained one memory of the last moment of their living existences, and it was one of 
misery. He pitied them, even as they grabbed for him and his friends to try to devour them. He wondered if 
this was how that fish had felt, squirming for its life with the tines of Chris’ trident penetrating its sides. 


Knowing what it meant to be lower on the food chain. Prey. 


What, then would be his post-mortem respite, his canvas bag into which he'd be dumped and saved for later? 


He spotted a light in the distance without really meaning to look around for anything. He could tell it hung 
before a window, its reflection orange in the round glass. There was a cottage, perhaps formerly someone's 
vacation home, deep within the woods, perhaps two hundred meters back Maybe the lot of them could collapse 


in there, either thrown back and saved or only to be eaten later. 


Chris whirled the trident between his fingers once he'd cleared a small space around him. He looked back at 
Jon, and at this, Jon went back to holding onto the fabric of his shirt. But when Jon looked at him, in return, 
he noticed him wincing as he took a step backward, just as his heel touched the ground. 


"Christopher, are you alright?" he asked. "You're not hurt, are you?" 
Chris nodded, his jaw clenched tight. "If you're alright, I'm alright," he answered. 


But how could Jon be alright with an answer like that, and with so many bodies shuffling among them? How 
could he be alright if Chris was hurt? Even if he'd only suffered some minor injury-maybe twisting his ankle 
or scratching himself with his own weapon during one of those showy twirls he liked to do, and honestly, he 
thought, Chris was no different out here than he was on stage-there was too much danger for anything to 


feel safe, to feel alright. 
He had to do something. 


Among all the spells he remembered, there was one for freezing time momentarily, so he whispered the words 
of it so quietly that even if Chris had seen him move his lips he wouldn't have been able to hear him. 
Everything around him stopped then-everyone stood paralyzed in mid-action like statues of warriors, leaves 
falling from the trees hung in midair, defying gravity, the dead froze just as they should. Jon had used this 
spell in conjunction with one to alter memory in order to avoid any risk of potential emotional attachment and 
inevitable heartache when the occasional groupie had offered herself to him, but now he used it to allow 
himself a minute to think. What in the world were all the spells he knew? What could he do to at least dwindle 


the numbers of attacking corpses to a minimum so they could seek shelter in that cottage in the distance? 


He knew the time-freezing spell, he knew the memory alteration spell, he knew spells for creating flickers of 
flame and summoning light summer showers, spells for glamouring his pain away and for glamouring his body 


into other forms. 


He remembered that he had, once, in his very first life, his purely elven one, turned crackling autumn leaves 

into pale pink blossoms. He couldn't remember why he'd done that, since he loved the autumn just as much as 
he loved the springtime, and the reason for it lingered just out of reach of the tip of his tongue, like a scent 
more than a taste. But if he could just remember the spell for it he'd see if he couldn't turn a few of these 

lumbering bodies into flowers. Into what should be resting upon their graves. Into a tribute. 


But his thoughts kept returning to why he had done it. Why in the world would he interfere with the course 
of the seasons like that? Someone must have wanted him to-and since he felt no unease, no displeasure tinting 


the memory, he couldn't imagine that he'd been coerced or forced to do it. Someone had made a polite request, 


and Jon must have cared about them deeply in order to bring them the spring during the autumn. He closed 


his eyes, sighing out a smile at the feel that colored the remembering. 


The words of the spell came to him, but even as he whispered it, approached all but a handful of the frozen 
zombies, touched their foreheads, watched them fall to the ground as frilly pink blossoms, and alter his 
friends' memories to make them believe they had only a few foes left instead of dozens, he couldn't shake the 
feeling of nostalgia, of yearning, of loneliness, that rumbled between his chest and his throat. 


"Hey!" he called to the others as soon as he set time going again. "Do you see that cottage over there? We 


should make for it, don't you think?" 


They didn't need to say anything to make it known that they agreed. They slaughtered the last ten or so 
undead with the passion of a group of schoolboys on the last class day before holiday, let their bodies fall atop 
the scattered flowers on the ground, ignorant of them. Panting and weary of death added to death they set 


off in silence toward the cottage. 


It was a small thing, fit barely for a family. The door was locked, but Bill used his hoe as a crowbar and forced 
it open. When they got inside Rick suggested they barricade it just to be safe, since "the git insisted on 
breaking it." A quick inspection of the interior revealed not much in the way of electric lighting, but what was 
there, somehow, worked, in addition to a fireplace, a bathroom, and two bedrooms, each stocked with a fully- 
made double bed. Chris requested the first bath and a room with Jon. Bill argued against both but made no 


headway in reversing either decision. 


The kitchen, meanwhile, didn't hold much food, but what was there would do. And since they'd lost everything 
for which they'd scavenged they figured they'd better make what they could from what they found. 


Whoever had owned this place kept a rolodex of recipes on the counter, and Jon, who had chosen to walk away 


from Bill's grumbling about Chris taking the first bath, found Steve flipping through it. 


"We could make bread, | suppose," Steve said. "There's a recipe in here and | think we have everything we'd 


need for it. It ll take a while, though, | hope everyone can wait" 


He was focused so intently on the words on the note card that Jon almost wondered whether he knew whom 
he was talking to. But Steve flashed him a smile, albeit a tight one, before he went about gathering all the 
ingredients from the pantries and searching the cupboards for the right tools. It was as if he'd paid no 
attention at all to the mayhem in which he'd been absorbed until less than half an hour ago and all his worry 


arose from something deep within. 
Jon remembered Steve's exchange with Bill. He wondered whether he should say anything about it but he 
looked into the sitting area, where Bill and Rick were trying to get the fireplace going, and took a deep breath. 


"l, um, heard you and Bill earlier," he said. 


Steve hesitated in the middle of bringing a bag of flour down from the pantry, then finished setting it down on 


the counter. "I didn't know you were there," he said. 


‘| didn't know the two of you were up there, either, | didn't, but | only went there for foraging, you know, doing 
my job and all," he explained, his eyes fluttering all about the tiny kitchen for somewhere to look. "I just heard." 


For a while Steve said nothing, a silence almost attributable to his finishing gathering everything he needed. He 
spoke only when he went to get some water from the sink, the running water masking his words. "I wish Bill 


would listen to me. | wish he'd listen to me, good lord, the bloody-bloody git." 


Jon hoped Steve wouldn't bite his tongue from speaking through his clenched teeth like that. "I think he will 


someday," he said. "You're smart, you know that, Steve? We all think so." 


Steve turned the faucet off, and the water flowed to a trickle, then a stop. He smiled, weakly, over the sink. He 
hummed, a sound that meant he agreed but there was an addendum to it, an asterisk. "| know exactly how Bill 


feels," he said, and, resolutely, set all of his focus on baking. 


Later, when he ate it, Jon wondered if it was really possible for bread to taste like longing, or if he had merely 
come to understand that sensation, too. He hoped that Steve and Bill could finish their conversation in their bed 
that night. No one would eavesdrop on them there. 


chapter eleven 


Author's Notes: 
T months later good god i apologize i really hope this chapter makes up for the uh. i was going to call it a gap 


but i guess its more like a canyon isnt it 


Chris was sitting on the edge of the bed, still fully clothed and not at all looking ready for bed, when he said to 
Jon, "Don't go to sleep yet. | need to talk to you." 


Jon had just taken the edges of the covers into his hands, but hadn't quite gotten to the point that he'd lie 
down. He dropped the blanket and looked over at him. "What about?" he asked. 


A sigh seemed to buy Chris some time until he spoke again, but even then, the task put a strain on his voice. 
He was fighting through something in order to say anything at all, Jon thought. "lve got--l've got two things 
to tell you and one favor | want to ask" He scratched his head as though the right words would shake loose 


from his hair. "But | don't want to do it here. We need to be alone.” 


Touching his toes to the floor, Jon stopped himself short of releasing a sigh. Nothing more than another one of 
their late-night meet-ups just out of reach of the others, he determined. He smiled, bent forward to pluck his 
shoes from the ground, and replied, "All right, then" 


The mattress squealed when Chris sat up. Jon heard him coming toward him but didn't look up to actually find 
him towering beside him until he'd gotten his shoes on. Chris wore an expression on his face that Jon thought 
he'd seen before, where he bit his lip and scrunched it to the side, shrinking his already miniscule mouth to a 
mere hyphen. But Jon couldn't remember where he'd seen it, and so supposed it was one that had come and 


gone from time to time over the course of the span of their relationship. No different than so many others. 


Yet the way Chris kept glancing back and forth from Jon to the closed bedroom door, the way he was wringing 
his hands like a pair of palm fronds drawn to interlocking by the breeze, the way his eyes simply would not 
settle on one object and even still struck Jon with a glimmer of awe just from seeing them, it all made Jon 
fear that he was mistaken in being mistaken. He finished tying his shoe and placed his foot back on the floor. 
"Are you all right, Christopher?" he asked, and in a second remembered asking him the same question earlier 


when they were in the midst of the undead. 


Chris fumbled his hands out of the grip of one another. "I don't want to go out through the door," he said, 
pointing back at it with his thumb. "The--front door. Since Rick's sleeping on the couch. l--would you mind 
going through the window?" 


The window of their bedroom was square-shaped and no bigger than the largest pillow on the bed. Jon figured 
that he could fit through it easily enough, but Jon was smaller than small, nowhere near the size of the likes 


of Chris. "You're certain you can fit?" he asked. 


"lll be fine," Chris answered, and then, as if proving himself clairvoyant, "| mean, l'm just tall, not really big. If 


being built like a rail's ever going to be good for anything, now would be a good time." 


They exchanged laughs weakened only by some mood hovering throughout the room, which Jon attributed to 
the unease with which Chris had approached him. Nothing more. He suspected that going outside would disperse 
it, either by virtue of the fresh air or of the conversation. As long as it made Chris happier, Jon would see to 
performing any favor he asked of him. 


Jon arrived at the window first, but Chris came right up behind him and reached around his shoulders to open 
it. Then he said he'd go first, in case he landed in the middle of a thorny rose bush or a mud puddle or who 
knew what else, and then he'd help Jon down. But nothing out of sorts happened--in fact, the ground just 
underneath the window contained a walkway of smooth rocks that led to the cobblestone path through the 
garden. Regardless Chris fulfilled his promise, taking Jon's hand in his own and helping him down to the ground. 
And they walked, still hand-in-hand as insurance against the dark, Chris facing ahead while Jon admired what 


the moon allowed him to see of the garden. 


Lavender. Violets. Daisies. Roses. Hydrangea. All closed for the nighttime, but come morning they would blossom 
again. The sun still has risen every morning, whether it hit behind a veil of clouds or lit the daylight blue, as if 
it had the mind to tend to the globe in spite of the devastation that had been visited upon it. 


Yet as Chris led Jon toward the woods, in the direction of a creek running quietly through it, Jon felt as if his 
heart would quake and then shatter. Was the sun the only thing left to rely on? The people who owned this 


garden, this cottage, this land, were gone. He gave Chris' hand a squeeze that never quite ended. 


Chris squeezed him back. Then he turned to give Jon a smile, albeit one laced with fatigue or melancholy, but a 


smile nonetheless. One he seemed to fight for. One just for Jon. 


"Here," Chris said. Jon stopped when Chris did, just before a smooth boulder the size of a lorry tire embedded 
into the side of the creek. Still hand in hand, they settled upon it, seated across from each other, and there 
they sat in the quiet of the night. 


Jon listened for crickets or right birds, owl hoots or the padding of deer's hooves on the leaves. So when he 
heard nothing, he ached for the sunrise. And when he knew the sun had hours before its return, he gazed at 
Chris. He could have thrown himself upon him and stayed that way forever. 


Chris pushed his hand through the water, jumping just so when he first made contact with it. "Oh!" he said. 


"Feel it. It's nice.” 


Jon leaned forward, tipping his fingers toward the water. He stroked it with his fingers spread, as if each would 
feel something slightly different from the others. If Chris’ expression-a smile that failed to conceal the 


melancholy with which he always seemed laced if not laden-didn't bring Jon a smile, then the temperature of 


the water, rushing like a running rabbit past his skin, at least did. 
He mouthed "wow" and then said, "It's lovely out here, isn't it, Christopher?" 


"Yeah," he replied. "It--it reminds me of--do you remember, | don't know, maybe two years ago, that right we 
were coming home from Leeds and we had to stop and refuel? It was right around the time we were letting 


Peter go." 


Jon had to think for only a moment. All these late night excursions with Chris managed to store themselves in 
his mind so that now he held them like a library. That night the two of them had walked off to get some 
fresh air while Bill refueled the van's tank. Chris and Bill had fought again, this time about the merits of 
keeping Peter versus letting him go, while the guitarist in question had slipped off to the loo. The scuffle came 
almost to blows in a span of a minute and a half, so Jon needed to save Chris from whatever it was he always 
felt like he had to save him from in the wake of these fights. Like on this night, the air then was antiseptically 
cool. The moon blinked blue through the trees behind the petrol station to illuminate Chris' features whenever 
Jon looked at him. Each time he did, he expected to find that Chris had calmed a little, but each time he was 
disappointed. A constant dripping noise came from somewhere out in the nearby woods, a creek at whose 


existence they could only guess. 


For all the similarities in the atmosphere nothing about this night reminded Jon of that one like the nerves 
Chris seemed battling to hide. He kept looking away from Jon while trying again and again to say something to 
him. Jon wondered what he was aiming for but stopped short over and over from asking about it. He kept 


settling for asking Chris where he thought the water might be. He wished he knew why. 
"Yeah, | remember," Jon said. "You're right." 


"Do you remember we.." There Chris went again, stifling himself only to restart. "We were talking about what 
to do with Peter. And he and | had been working together, you know, playing together, for such a long time 
that | wasn't sure | could tell him he was fired." 


Jon nodded, his eyes veering down to the water again. He could see the pebbles at the bottom of it so clearly 
in the moonlight, as if the water weren't even there. If he wanted to he could have reached in and plucked a 
handful of them without searching for a second. He wished he could see the conflicts with which Chris always 
riddled himself with such ease. But as it stood he could grasp and grasp for years and there would always be 
a murky film clouding from sight the troubles tumbled smooth by worry. 


"And--we--mmm." Chris bit his lip, looked away, took a breath, bit his lip again, and then finally carried on. 
"You said--you said | shouldn't worry because I'd end up hating myself, and there was too much good about 
me to waste any time hating myself for doing something necessary. That you had a lot that you worried 
about doing or not doing but you couldn't ever spend your time regretting any of it." 


Jon tilted his head. Something always scared him about the way Chris was so fixated on loathing himself. Every 
time it came up in conversation it manifested first in his looks. The way his brows knitted, the way he kept 


dipping his fingers into the water, the way he kept shying his eyes away. It either wasn't Chris at all or it was 
Chris truly trying to break through, and Jon wasn't sure what to make of what may have been pushing him 
through. He nodded again, though, holding on to the hope that Chris would clarify. 


| don't think | can do that, Jon" Then, at last, Chris looked at him, eyelids fluttering above that tight, weak 


smile. 
"What do you mean?" Jon asked, frustration warbling his voice. 


"| don't think | can't hate myself," Chris said. The worst thing he could say. His voice shook with every syllable. 
"Even if it's for something necessary. | hate that | have to do the things | have to do. To you. You're so much 
stronger than me, Jon. | wish l--" He snapped his jaw shut and said nothing else. 


It gave Jon the opportunity to start shaking his head. Something was rising up from either his stomach or his 
chest, anguish or anger, and it couldn't filter the whole way through. Dammed him up. 


"Chris," he murmured. 


"| don't know where to start," Chris sighed. "Everything is all tied together but none of it..Flows. So | guess I'l 
just." 


"Chris, please," Jon begged. He leaned forth, seizing Chris' hands in his own, not even minding the thin sheet of 
water coating his fingers. He felt so tight that he had to be able to steady Chris in his trembling if he just 


held him enough. "Tell me what's wrong," he said. 


Chris took a breath so deep that it could have been the only thing with the power to let him squeeze Jon's 
hands back. 


He said, "Jon, I've been bitten" 


After a dizzy rush swelled through his head, disorienting him completely, Jon imagined a dog or a mosquito or 
something biting Chris, but he knew what he meant, so he couldn't force the image to stay. Even so, the only 
word he could manage to voice was, "Bitten..2" 


"Earlier," Chris replied, straining just to whisper. "When we were fighting the zombies off. One of them fell and 
got me on the ankle. | thought I'd moved back in time to avoid him before | got him with the trident but | felt 


something sharp on me. He got me, Jon. I'm going to die." 


So many times Jon had avoided it, had stifled himself before it started, had thought it perhaps necessary but 
had bigger things on which to focus, that now Jon felt his whole body go tight, then slack, then all but 
crumble like an old house under the elements when he finally let one tear, then another, then an entire stream 
flow from his eyes. He clenched his hands into fists in time with his eyes closing, his mouth opening to 
stammer out a solitary "no." 


No, he thought, and tried to speak it, but only trembled. No. Billions of people on the earth already gone and 
now Chris, his oldest and closest friend? They were old, close friends. They knew this. They had just talked 
about it. No, he wanted to say, not you, not when you make me feel the way you do, not when we have what 


we have. 

My oldest friend. My closest friend So much more than my friend. 

"| can't even protect you anymore," Chris sighed. "I'm useless. Do you see what | mean?" 

"No," Jon whimpered. "No you're not, no! No! What? You can't..You couldn't have been..Show me!" 


He surprised himself perhaps more than he surprised Chris. But before Jon realized what he'd said Chris shook 
his head. "No," he said. "I'm not going to let this be one of the last things you see of me." 


"Show me!" Jon shouted. He couldn't contain himself now, the denial slapping him back into fevered, frantic 


demands. "| can heal it, Chris, let me try! You can't die!" 


He threw his hands up and balled them into fists again, resolute ones. Eyes bleary, face hot, he heard Chris 
asking him what did he mean, he could heal it, as a distant blur as he beat against Chris' chest, demanding 
again and again to see, to let him try, please, | can do it, if you let me see it, you can't die, don't leave me, 


Christopher, | need you, | love you, Chris, | love you, | love you. 
"| love you." 


The words echoed away from him so that his eyes flew open to catch sight of them fleeing, like a bird, 


escaped and as real and true as Chris’ lips, in that moment, capturing his. 


Jon let his fists fall limp, one onto Chris’ shoulder and the other onto his chest, and he sighed into the kiss, a 
whimper floating through his throat until he collapsed against Chris, falling into his arms. 


He loved him. He'd been in love with him since they'd met. Everything fell together now. Jon had kept his 
thoughts and eyes on him without cease, he'd lamented their disagreements for years, he'd worried for him 
and touched him and slipped away with him all those times because, of course, it made perfect sense, he was 


in love with Chris. 


Chris pulled away. "| was going to tell you I'm in love with you," he said. "But | guess | don't have to do that 
now, huh?" 


And of course, now, Chris was going to die. Those lips Jon had kissed just a moment before would, in a few 
hours, turn as cold as the soil under which he should be buried and try to devour Jon. He pressed his face 
into the crook of Chris’ neck just to sob without hearing himself. 


Chris pulled him close, holding him against himself. Stroked his hair, kissed his forehead. Said, "I'm sorry. | didn't 


want to tell you like this, or even.| didn't--l'm so sorry." 

"Chris, please," Jon sobbed, but please what? He didn't know what he was begging for. Please stay alive. Please 
don't leave me when | know now. Please let me love you. For as long as | can. Forever. Please tell me this isn't 
true. Please say this isn't happening. Please. 

He figured there was one thing he could try, if Chris would just let him. 

"Please," he begged again. "Show it to me. | can heal it." 


Chris laughed the laugh of a coroner. "Don't do this to me," he said. 


As if Jon couldn't say the same to him. He took a breath, half to restore his flagging courage and half to stop 
himself from sobbing out loud again. He said, "I am an elf," and waited for Chris to roll up his pant leg. 


Which he didn't do. Instead Chris gave him a smile propelled by resigned sadness, and ran his hand through 
Jon's hair. "Wouldn't that be nice?" he asked. 


"But | am!" Jon cried, sounding out over his thoughts. For all that he loved about humans he could have done 
without their hyper-logical skepticism. Anytime but now was good for them not to believe in the existence of 
his kind. "I am an elf!" he said again, when Chris looked away, perhaps just as embarrassed as he was charmed 


to love someone like Jon. 

"And l'm the Loch Ness Monster," Chris said. "Jon, it's--" 

"--You are?" Jon smiled. 

He sat up straight. How full of secrets was this man of his? This--this must be another confession of his! 
‘Ive always wanted to meet you and here | come to find out all along we've been in this band together! 
Heavens! I'd have gasped to see the day!" 

Chris blinked. "Jon, I'm not the Loch Ness bloody--! was being sarcastic. Are you--?" 

He went to say "serious" but only mouthed it when Jon pouted up at him, giving him a glare as if he'd been 
lied to. First he's going to die, Jon thought, then we're in love, then he's the Loch Ness Monster, and now he's 


not. 


He would welcome it if he were lying about the first. And he'd die if he were lying about the second. But what 


reason did he have to entertain those prospects, given the way Chris went about searching him now? 


"You're saying you're really an elf," Chris said, lifting his fingers to hold them over his mouth. 


Jon nodded. "I can't rightly sit here anymore lying to the man | love." 


Chris said nothing for a moment or two, just drummed his fingers against his lips while he continued staring at 
Jon, one feature after another coming under the scrutiny of that ingrained logic mankind held so dear. Still too 
loved to become fully the subject of science. "Like," Chris began again. "Like, pointy ears, Robin Goodfellow, living 
in toadstools, cobbling shoes at night, riding on bluebells, switching children with changelings elf?" 


Jon considered each with a hum. "Mostly," he replied. "Your lot is awfully imaginative! Goodness, | do like that 
about you." 


Chris said, "Oh my God." 


"Let me prove it, Christopher," Jon said, leaning close toward him again. "Kiss me once more, with your eyes 


closed, and | shall take away my glamour and show you how | truly look" 


Chris held his breath for another second, as if there was one last thing for him to observe before he could 


do as requested. He leaned in, in time with Jon, and once again their lips touched. 


At the first feel of it Jon sighed. How unprepared he'd been for that first kiss! That kiss spawned of 
desperation and of joy and of sorrow and of words that floundered about inside of Chris to the point that they 
flipped right out of the boat and back into the sea. This one had a plan to it, a taste. Faint cigarette smoke, the 
burn of ice. Exactly like a night spent in the wilderness. Jon wished he could infuse that taste throughout his 
body, let the tongue from which it emanated devour him before it turned dry and withered and carnivorous 


for the worst. Jon shivered. It was far too early and much too late. 
He almost forgot he was supposed to be ridding himself of his cloak of glamour. 


He had to wrench his thoughts away from Chris in order to wrench away instead his magic. But he battled 
through, and when he finished, he opened his eyes, and, with a sigh to mourn the move, pulled away from 


Chris, his lips cold when alone. 


He'd never seen Chris' eyes so wide, those narrow green slivers showing now every filament of blue and brown 
and turquoise splayed out from his pupils like the glittering spokes of a galactic wheel. Jon had never revealed 

his Sidhe body to a mortal before, and for himself, he could barely remember what he even looked like. Pointed 
ears poking up through his hair, pale skin glinting in the hue of whichever source of light shone down from the 
heavens, hair flowing down to his knees in waves the color of shadowed tree bark and sprinkled with hydrangea 


petals, the same color as his robes and his wings fluttering from his back, translucent in the moonlight. 
He said, "| told you so, my Fish." 
And Chris replied, "Bloody hell." 


"Will you let me see now?" 


At last Chris obeyed. He rolled up his pant leg, each inch sending Jon shivering, wincing, straining to keep his 
eyes open. What would a bite like that look like? He hadn't noticed any on the undead before. Everything 
happened so quickly during each encounter that he'd failed to notice anything specific about the corpses 
shambling ravenous toward him, aside from sex and age. After this many hours, he imagined skin the color of 
stone, cratered by a gaping, greening wound. He held his breath, let himself close his eyes just once, and then 


fixed on Chris' bared ankle. 


His cream-colored ankle, pokka-dotted by pink blemishes Jon knew far too well. The breath he'd taken whooshed 
back down his throat. A moment later he released it with a sob and pounded his fists against Chris’ chest. 


"| can't believe you, you terrible, terrible man!" he cried. "Don't you dare affright me like that!" 


Chris remained solid against Jon's fists, moving slowly after a few rounds to enclose his own hands around 
them. Then, "What?" he asked, holding Jon's fists firm. "What did | do?" 

Jon collapsed forward, first in a move with such force as to perhaps aim to headbutt Chris, but when he 
found he couldn't reach and didn't know what he was doing besides, fell limp, his face pointing toward his lap. 
"Your bite, you git! Its not a bite!" When he shook his head, a tear dripped from his cheek onto Chris’ thigh. 
It's not a bite!" 


"Then what is it?" Chris asked. 


"Thee fat yed!" Jon barked. "If you thought you could trick me into thinking a nettle rash is a zombie bite--' 
"--lg that what it is?" 


Jon jolted his head up, punched his still captured fists weakly and to no avail. "You're so stupid, Christopher!" 
he wailed. From there he failed to stop himself. The tears racing down his flushed face spoke for him better 
than his words. "Stupid slow ruddy fish you're such a git how could you do this to me | thought you were 
going to die you stupid stupid stupid--" 


"--Its a nettle rash?" 

Chris stared into Jon's eyes as if the filaments in his irises held the answer. 

The git, Jon thought. The absolute git, how dare he. And there he went just then reaching forward, quiet and 
stupid, every definition of dumb, checking his ‘bite' one more time as if anybody could truly be that stupid, he 
was so stupid, stupid stupid stupid and nothing had ever scared Jon more than the thought of losing that 


stupid prat. 


"But | could have sworn one of them dove and got me when we were fighting them off.." Chris said, still eyeing 


the wound. "Are you sure it's a nettle rash?" 


Dumb dumb dumb dumb dumb, Jon thought. No wonder Chris couldn't fathom the sight of pointed ears and 
wings, if he couldn't even tell what was wrong with him. He sobbed out a laugh. "You're the stupidest man alive, 
you are, if you're asking an elf if he knows a nettle rash when he sees one." With the hand Chris had freed, 
Jon reached back and touched his ear, ran his fingertips along the point. He resided in his own body, his true 
body. In this body everything was true. 


"Thought it was a bite," Chris said, and as he did, he moved his hand from his pant leg to Jon's ear to tuck a 
long dark wave behind it. Gently, softly, as if that hair were made of breath. As if feeling it for the first time. 


"Obviously," Jon huffed, a smile growing inside him in spite of the tears in his eyes and the rage cracking his 
voice. "Obviously. My heavens, you're so stupid. You stupid, stupid fish. You ever once more scare me that way 
again | shan't ever forgive you, | shan't" He sat up, wiped his face dry with his sleeve, and scooted back to roll 
up Chris' pant leg and look at the rash once more. That hideous beautiful rash. "Let me heal that, you're so 
stupid." 


Chris held out his ankle. "I know," he replied 


Jon touched his thumbs together, spread his fingers so his hands together resembled the wings of a bird in 
flight, and hovered his palms over the rash. "Just love you so much. | can't." 


"Neither can I." Chris smiled as he spoke. 

Jon sniffled. A hand smoothed through his hair and came to rest cupping his cheek. 
‘| love you, Jon" 

"| love you, too, Chris." 


He did love him. He figured that could be the only reason why the healing glow spread so rapidly from his 
palms. Jon hadn't provided anyone with a proper healing in centuries, though, oh, how he'd wanted to these past 
days, whenever he saw the blood trickling or the bruises forming on his bandmates’ skin. But here the pale 
gleam veiled Chris' rash from view in seconds, so Jon knew he hadn't failed. He hadn't forgotten the spell. A 
safe Chris sat before him, proof that, perhaps, at least as long as Jon had Chris beside him, something would 
turn out all right. 


When the healing spell concluded and the glow subsided, an unblemished ankle lay before Jon. He could have 
collapsed onto it in a fit of kisses. 


To test the fix, Jon guessed, Chris stood up, slowly, all his weight on his other ankle. Once, twice, a third time, 
he gave his arkle a go, and then, with a smile, he leaned down and extended a hand. 


Jon let pass one final sniffle. A moment later, he had curled his wings tightly against his body to climb into 
Chris' arms, honeymoonish, to head back to the cottage. 


Chris made sure to place his feet on the flattest bits of ground, careful of Jon in his arms. Less care would 
have made for a quicker hike, but Jon smiled, curled against Chris’ chest. Such a slow, slow man. Jon's slow, 


slow man. 

"How long have you known?" Jon asked. 

"Known what?" 

"That you loved me." They were entering the garden. Jon had lived entire lifetimes that seemed to pass by 
more quickly than the minutes he and Chris had just spent by the creek. "I feel ever so silly for not truly 
realizing until now, | do." 

Chris smiled, tightened his grip on him in a try at a hug. "Don't laugh when | tell you." 


"Whyever would | laugh at you?" Chris should have been the one laughing, he thought. 


Chris placed Jon in the windowsill of their bedroom. When Chris leaned against the sides of it and stole a kiss, 


Jon knew. 


"Don't be silly," he said. "Just because | didn't know | loved you since the night we met, it doesn't mean | didn't 
feel it" 


Then they fell to kissing again, Chris leaning so hard against the window frame that he almost pushed Jon 
backward into the room, so Jon had to hold on to the top of the sill until he remembered that he had wings, 
and he let them flutter to balance his weight. So many times Chris had reminded Jon he was Sidhe. But until 
Jon felt Chris hand inching its way around his body to his back, to skim a fingertip along the edge of a wing, 
he hadn't truly felt Sidhe. 


“Take me inside," Jon gasped, readier than ever to celebrate both Chris’ life and his own. 


